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Abstract
This portfolio constitutes the culmination of the Practitioner Doctorate course in 
Psychotherapeutic and Counselling Psychology at the University of Surrey and 
consists of three dossiers containing a selection of work carried out as part o f this 
training. The dossiers pertain to academic, therapeutic practice and research 
engagement respectively and aim to reflect the interests informing this engagement 
and the resulting accomplishments and the particular skills and competencies gained 
as well as give a sense of the professional and personal development overall. The 
academic dossier contains three essays. The first essay explores the Oedipus complex 
as developed by Freud through using an example from the life of the philosopher 
Friedrich Nietzsche. The second essay examines how mindfulness can be conceptually 
integrated into cognitive therapy and how this can be applied to working with 
distressing psychosis. The third essay explores how a humanistic stance can inform 
therapeutic practice with clients diagnosed with borderline personality disorder within 
current clinical contexts. The therapeutic practice dossier aims to give an impression 
of my development as a practitioner and contains a description of the clinical 
placements undertaken and provides an account of my journey towards becoming a 
counselling psychologist. The research dossier consists of three pieces of research, 
namely a literature review and two empirical studies and contains copies of published 
journal articles and conference papers. The focus of the research has been on ‘sense- 
of-presence’ experiences and meaning-making in bereavement. The literature review 
explores whether such experiences can be conceptualised as spiritual phenomena. The 
first empirical study is a qualitative investigation of perceivers’ experiences and 
meaning-making processes with regard to this phenomenon, employing a form of 
thematic analysis. The second empirical study is a case study, using interviews and 
participant observation, which examines family meaning-making in connection with 
sense-of-presence phenomena from an interpretative pluralist perspective.
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Introduction to the portfolio
This portfolio contains work carried out as part of the practitioner doctorate degree in 
Psychotherapeutic and Counselling Psychology at the University of Surrey. It consists 
of three dossiers, namely an academic, a therapeutic practice and a research dossier. 
As I started my training at Roehampton University, the academic and therapeutic 
practice dossiers of this portfolio only contain work relating to Year 2 and Year 3 of 
the practitioner doctorate training course at the University of Surrey, while the 
research dossier contains the entire breadth of the course’s research portion.
Before introducing the different dossiers contained in this portfolio, I would like to 
sketch out my personal background prior to this training and the path that has led me 
towards embarking on this particular course, as it may provide the reader with a sense 
of context for this training and its culmination, the present portfolio.
Personal history and vocational path
Background
I was born as the fifth and last child of a post-war German Catholic family struggling 
to overcome the crimes and traumas inflicted, condoned and endured by its parent 
generation. My childhood in the 1960s and 1970s seemed a thousand years away from 
war, terror, holocaust, bombs or starvation, although the air vibrated with story 
fragments of destruction and flight, fear and survival. To me it seemed almost a natural 
fact that my parents had grown up in two totalitarian regimes, the last of which 
(socialist East Germany) they had escaped from as refugees only seven years prior to 
my birth. The impenetrable East-West dividing line between my immediate family and 
all other relatives was just as much a taken-for-granted fact o f my early life as were 
beetle cars, students with long hair and a fenced-in garden full of daisies in which I 
would spend many hours on my own dreaming up fantasy worlds. The male-female 
division in my family was stark: My father was a stem intellectually-minded church 
organist and lone chess player and my mother an emotionally expressive and sociable
former theatre costume designer and enthusiastic arts and crafts personality. Rejecting 
the masculine world that seemed cold and severe, I was drawn to story and expression, 
reading and writing, drawing and singing, and while I was fortunate to have good 
friendships outside the home and be able to develop positive social identities within 
school environments and neighbourhoods, the with in-family dynamics were far from 
straightforward.
First interest in psychology
The sense of something being amiss only hit me at the dawn of adolescence when I 
lost my religious faith and entered a period of severe darkness, an experience that will 
always inform my compassion for people in despair. At the time 1 was able to survive 
with the help of books, journal-writing, music and some very good friends, and 
eventually I became able, with a ‘punk’-inspired effort, to pull myself out of the gloom 
and turn to the outside world with active and critical engagement. In my late teens I 
read my way through much of the contemporary feminist literature as if to try to 
inoculate myself against the common pitfalls of women’s life choices, became a 
student representative in the sixth form, and together with some of my best friends, 
was deeply influenced by a pioneering A-level course in pedagogy, which comprised 
of psychology, anthropology, education studies and sociology. The excitement and 
passion with which we lapped up the educational offerings that so matched our 
personal experience and socio-political interests are still with me to this day.
Two aspects, a first-hand understanding of the intra-psychic reality of suffering and an 
awareness of the contextual and existential nature of suffering, formed the main 
springs of my interest in the wider subject domain, but although I first thought of 
studying psychology when leaving school, I judged myself probably rightly so, to be 
too immature to enter a helping profession at that time. Besides, another and even 
older interest of mine, language, became more dominant, and I decided to study 
modem languages, with English as my main subject, while never giving up hope that I 
might still enter psychology (and philosophy) one day.
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Self-discoveries
In my early university days I engaged in student counselling and humanistic 
experiential workshops for my personal development, and two discoveries were 
particularly significant with regard to my later vocational development. One was that 
having embarked on a painful therapeutic journey in which I literally confronted my 
demons, I experienced a spiritual awakening that, although very different in content 
from my original Catholic background, reconciled me to a sense of meaningfulness 
and transpersonal connectedness I had not known for many years. Having visited the 
darker places within myself and having experienced transformation, I found that I 
related to others with more compassion and a greater sense of our shared humanity as a 
consequence.
The other discovery occurred while I was studying linguistics, in particular reading 
about the relationship between thought, meaning and the symbolic. While engaging 
deeply with such theoretical material, I felt as if I had by chance hit the button of a 
secret door, and a whole world that felt like home and yet unknown opened itself to 
me. Looking back now, I can see that by rejecting what I had perceived to be the 
‘masculine’ world, I had pushed down my personal interest in rational thinking and 
theorising. Its ‘re-discovery’ felt like a revelation, but just as I had lacked personal 
maturity to train as a psychologist when leaving school, now I knew that I lacked 
discipline and rigour to take my academic interests further in any serious form. 
Although my final dissertation on water and light symbolism in Virginia W oolfs 
novels approximated a marriage of intellectual and artistic as well as psychological 
and existential interests, the writing o f it felt like bidding academia farewell, and 
following graduation I plunged myself into relationships, work such as translating, 
home life, marriage and having a family.
Life experiences and learning
I approached pregnancy and motherhood with untamed joy and delight. Yet the 
challenge I faced soon was not only the tough practical reality of having a 24-hour job
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as any new mother faces but being thrown into the entirely different world of caring 
for a child with specific needs due to a sensory impairment. An intense time ensued, 
followed by the relocation to my husband’s home country, England, and the arduous 
building of a life in suburbia as a full-time mother and housewife, a life that I had 
never envisaged but now felt the necessity to embrace. Dedicating myself to my 
immediate family’s needs, life overall eventually started to improve. I became 
involved in organisations helping families in similar situations and was able to draw on 
the support offered as well as help others myself. The relief that came from a 
beginning sense of integration into the surrounding culture brought with it the hope 
and courage to have another child and the joy of becoming a bigger family.
Yet, while savouring the fulfilment of motherhood, my sense of intellectual starvation 
and isolation was never quite eradicated, and I experienced exactly the kinds of 
struggles that, in my youth, I had so desperately hoped I would be able to avoid 
myself. With my ears glued to whatever thought-provoking debates I could catch on 
the radio, I found myself becoming influenced by the British intellectual predilection 
for science. At the same time, I faced common mid-life concerns, partly precipitated 
by my mother’s premature death around that time. Sparked by a sense of urgency in 
the light of the awareness of finitude, I started to explore the options I had, considering 
my commitments, age and status as a foreigner. It was then that I made the move 
towards studying again, finally psychology, and thanks to the Open University I was 
able to complete a bachelor’s degree during the hours I could snatch away from my 
other responsibilities. I found studying a social science both challenging and 
rewarding. I had to adapt to the different conventions within the wider culture as well 
as the study domain and submit to the rigour and discipline that studying a science 
required. However, while creativity and imagination have tended to come more 
naturally to me, it was the need for meticulous, accurate and humble engagement with 
the subject matter that truly advanced my development. By the end of the four years of 
undergraduate study, I found that I had somehow negotiated the mid-life transition. It 
meant that with regard to my vocational development I was able to forsake my 
previously vague fantasies of some ideal or perfect occupation ‘one day’ in favour of 
making actual albeit imperfect choices that could lead to real-world work in the not too 
distant future.
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Choosing counselling psychology
Towards the end of my undergraduate studies, the thought of how I wanted to build on 
my degree led to a dilemma. On the one hand, I had a strong desire for scholarly 
engagement and ‘proper’ research, and on the other hand, I wanted to apply myself in 
the service of and the encounter with ‘real’ people. As a psychology undergraduate at 
the Open University I had been particularly influenced by the social psychology 
module with its emphasis on showing how science (or practice) is never value-free and 
how different -  culturally constructed -  underlying assumptions, for example with 
regard to epistemology and ontology or with regard to how we define ‘mental health’ 
or ‘the good life’, guide our approach to research and practice. Counselling 
psychology then presented itself as a discipline that might allow me to pursue both my 
passion for theory and research and my (com)passion with regard to the actual lived 
experience of being a human among humans and what this might mean. In addition, 
counselling psychology seemed to acknowledge an understanding of science as 
constructed and not to prioritise one version of reality over another or one therapeutic 
approach over another per se.
Once I had become interested in training as a counselling psychologist, the next 
question was what kind of training to pursue. While I was most drawn to existential 
approaches, philosophical openness was just as important to me, and I wanted to learn 
about all the major models so I could make a more informed choice about my own 
practice but also so I would have more to offer to the wider world of practice. This led 
to a narrowing down of training institutions I could apply to. In addition, as it was 
important to me to combine the training with my responsibilities towards my family, I 
wanted to study part-time. While I lived nearest to the University of Surrey and had 
heard from several sources about the excellence of the training course there, I did not 
initially apply to Surrey due to the course not allowing part-time study during the first 
year. Instead I applied to Roehampton University, as their counselling psychology 
course allowed for part-time training and also taught the different therapeutic models 
separately. However, after two years of studying at Roehampton, I found that my 
research interests could not be fully addressed within the masters-level course I was
12
enrolled in and I was then able to change to the doctoral course at the University of 
Surrey and continue my training there.
Outline of the portfolio
The result of the four years at Surrey (with some references to the two years of training 
at Roehampton) is summarised and illustrated in the present portfolio. For 
confidentiality and privacy reasons as well as for reasons of space, much of the 
developmental work that has taken place in therapeutic practice, personal therapy, 
supervision and personal and professional development peer groups cannot be 
included. However, I hope that the portfolio will provide a fair impression of the work 
accomplished and the skills and competencies acquired.
Academic dossier
The Academic Dossier contains three essays. The first essay deals with the Oedipus 
complex, which particularly interested me personally and professionally at the 
beginning of my time at Surrey. Using the example of Nietzsche, I could link my 
training experiences at the time and different aspects of my previous life, for example 
my cultural heritage, my interest in literature and philosophy, especially in existential 
themes. This essay was published with alterations in the British Psychological 
Society’s Psychotherapy Section Review and a copy can be found at the end of the 
Academic Dossier. The second essay was written two years later at the start o f my 
CBT practice experience. The main focus of the essay was on the conceptual problems 
inherent in trying to integrate a particular philosophical perspective, that of the 
Buddhist practice of mindfulness, into the conceptual framework of Western scientific 
understandings characterising cognitive therapy. Again, my interest in philosophical 
and conceptual issues comes to the fore here. The third essay sees a return to my 
original humanistic orientation and an attempt to integrate it into my final-year 
therapeutic practice context. Writing this essay also acted as a preparation for my 
Final Clinical Paper, in that I was reflecting on who I was or had become as a
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therapist, which precipitated the realisation that I neither could nor wanted to dispense 
with my humanistic core.
Therapeutic Practice Dossier
This dossier contains a description of my clinical placements as well as my Final 
Clinical Paper. It charts my development as a practitioner, which includes both 
acquiring skills and competencies in different models and with different client groups 
and becoming a particular person as a therapist, two related yet separate processes.
Research Dossier
As indicated above, my transition to Surrey was in many ways inspired by my desire 
to expand and deepen my research involvement. My research topic, ‘sense of 
presence’ experiences in bereavement, had been inspired by reading about the 
phenomenology of intimacy (Register & Henley, 1992) and by personal experience. I 
was fascinated by its experiential reality and the tensions arising from trying to anchor 
it conceptually within common understandings, something o f equal interest to 
researchers, perceivers and clinicians. The first year, which was largely dominated by 
intensive literature searches and explorations, culminated in a critical literature 
review, which probably constitutes the piece of work within this portfolio that I put 
most of my heart and soul in. It was built on in the following year with my first 
empirical study in the form of an interview study. After the literature review, doing 
‘real-world’ research required me to step out of my (theory-buffered) comfort zone 
and to take my first steps as an actual social sciences researcher, an exciting and 
immensely rewarding learning experience. Two years later I embarked on an even 
more adventurous path with my fmal-year case study project investigating meaning- 
making processes around such experiences within a bereaved family. It seemed that I 
wanted to make the absolute most out of the precious research time on the course, and 
a number of publications and conference presentations have grown out of this research 
engagement, which can be found at the end of the Research Dossier.
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Introduction to the Academic Dossier
This dossier contains three essays submitted during my four (part-time) years on the 
course. The first essay explores the Oedipus complex as developed by Sigmund Freud 
through an interpretation of an incident from Friedrich Nietzsche’s life. The second 
essay examines the integration of mindfulness into cognitive behaviour therapy, 
particularly CBT for psychosis. The third essay focuses on how humanistic values can 
inform working with clients diagnosed with borderline personality disorder.
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The eternal return  of the father: The Oedipus complex in Nietzsche
‘The good fortune o f my existence, its singularity perhaps, lies in its fatality: I  
am, to express it in the form o f  a riddle, already dead as my father, as my 
mother I  am still alive and getting old. This double heritage, as it were, from the 
highest and lowest rungs o f  the ladder o f  life, simultaneously décadent and 
beginning -  this, i f  anything, explains that neutrality, that freedom from  taking 
sides in relation to the overall problems o f  life which distinguishes me. I  have a 
more refined sense o f  smell fo r  the signs o f rise and fa ll than any human being 
before me, I  am teacher par excellence fo r  this, -  I  know both, I  am both. ’ 1 
Friedrich Nietzsche, Ecce Homo
The student o f depth psychology could be said to be naturally drawn not only to Freud 
as the builder of the vast archaeological system of the soul called psychoanalysis, but 
instinctually and mysteriously also to that natural -  or ‘demonic’ -  force and 
anticipator of psychoanalysis, Nietzsche. Comparative analyses of Nietzsche and 
Freud have observed that many of the threads between them seem to run into and out 
of the Oedipus complex (e.g. Assoun, 2000; Rudnytsky, 1985) and may have found 
their most striking expressions in themes such as Freud’s preoccupation with 
Vatermord (murder of the father) and Nietzsche’s ‘murder of God’ (Hamilton, 2007). 
The enormity of these themes is still with us today, whether in a personal sense or in 
the arena of therapeutic practice, and may, if not consciously accessible, raise its head 
in free association, poetry or dream material. Equally, we may find these themes 
‘acted out’ in private as well as public lives. In the following I would like to look at 
such a moment of ‘acting out’ as if it were a dream and examine its possible origins 
and reverberations from the perspective of the Oedipus complex as developed by 
Freud. While the deciphering of this incident may shed new light on Nietzsche, it may 
also serve as illumination and illustration of Freud’s theoretical elaborations, which 
may then enrich our understanding of the Oedipus complex and its psychoanalytic 
assumptions.
1 The Nietzsche quotations in this essay are my own translations.
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Nietzsche’s horse and literary associations
I would like to start these explorations by bringing before the mind of the reader an 
incident from Nietzsche’s life that has both moved and surprised many of his 
commentators: On 3 January 1889, Nietzsche was walking across the Piazza Carlo 
Alberto in Turin when he witnessed a carriage driver brutally whipping his horse. 
With loud wailing and crying, Nietzsche ran towards the horse and threw his arms 
around its neck. A crowd formed, police came to the scene, and Nietzsche had to be 
pulled away from the horse and shortly after taken into psychiatric care (Frenzel, 
2003; Ross, 1979). It was the culmination of his descent into disability, his final 
‘public statement’, after which followed ten more years in a state o f ‘mental eclipse’1 
spent in the care first of his mother and then his sister, before he was finally laid to 
rest beside his father in the cemetery of Roecken, Nietzsche’s birthplace. It would be 
a futile exercise to try and reinterpret Nietzsche’s work or even life in the light of this 
one incident, but -  just as our dreams -  such an eruption of a previously hidden side 
of the self can be read in terms of its symbolic or latent content, providing the via 
regia to the unconscious, as Freud so convincingly explained in The Interpretations o f  
Dreams (1900) and as, indeed, Nietzsche preceded him in saying when he wrote in 
Daybreak (1991, p. 111): ‘Nothing is more your own than your dreams! Nothing more 
your work! Material, form, duration, actor, observer -  in these comedies you are 
everything yourself! ’
My proposition to read the incident with the horse like a dream finds support from a 
literary source by way of association. Towards the beginning of Crime and 
Punishment Raskolnikov has a terrible dream in which he is a 7-year-old child again, 
and on his way to the cemetery with his father they come upon a most terrible scene in 
which a weak old carriage horse is brutally whipped on the eyes and beaten to death. 
Little Raskolnikov, who in vain has begged his father to intervene, runs towards the 
horse and throws his arms around the dead horse’s mouth and kisses its bleeding 
mouth, eyes and nostrils, and then trying to take revenge on the murderers he is finally 
pulled away by his father (Dostoevsky, 1996). I have found no evidence of Nietzsche
1 The translation ‘mental eclipse’ for the German term ‘geistige Umnachtung’ which contains the image 
o f a ‘mental night’ and is not to be confused with ‘madness’ has been borrowed from the philosopher 
Christopher Hamilton (personal communication).
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having read this work, but whether he has or not, the resemblance between the two 
scenes is uncanny.
A psychoanalytic reading of Raskolnikov’s dream
The dream in Crime and Punishment can be interpreted as expressing the ambivalent 
feelings characteristic of the Oedipus complex as described by Freud in The Ego and 
the Id  (1923): Hatred for the father (as a rival) and tenderness for him lead to a 
conflict between wanting to be like him and wanting to get rid of him. The murderous 
impulses cause fear of punishment by castration which leads the child to relinquish 
both his desire for the mother and the wish to kill the father and to form an ego-ideal 
or super-ego out of the father’s strength and authority. Looking at Raskolnikov’s 
dream with Freud’s theory in mind, the father character may be a representation of the 
internalised father or the developing super-ego which is too weak to intervene and 
only makes its presence felt when Raskolnikov finally takes ownership of his anger 
and attacks the murderers. His ambivalent feelings towards his actual father are on the 
one hand aggressive impulses which are discharged onto the whipping of the horse 
and on the other libidinal impulses expressed as tenderness for the horse. In the dream 
work the aggressive impulses towards the father are thus replaced by identificatory 
pity in the form of a rescue phantasy, which, as Freud (1910) points out, involves the 
child’s desire do be his own fa ther’ (p. 101).
Furthermore, there is indication of the presence of a ‘complete’ or double Oedipus 
complex in which a boy also displays a feminine and tender attitude towards the 
father (Freud, 1923). This is expressed in Raskolnikov’s kissing o f the horse’s mouth, 
which has strong sexual connotations. Such an interpretation would be supported by 
Freud’s examination of Dostoevsky’s own Oedipus complex in an article entitled 
‘Dostoevsky and parricide’ (Freud, 1928 [1927]). Here he sees the writer’s position as 
one in which sadistic and masochistic satisfaction is attained in the death-like 
symptoms of epilepsy, which can be traced to an identification with his violent father 
as internalised in the super-ego and, due to a bisexual disposition, to the feminine 
attitude of his ego desiring punishment. Freud writes that ‘every punishment is
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ultimately castration’ (p. 185), and that the blinding in the Oedipus myth can be 
viewed as a substitute for castration (Freud, 1913), a thought that Freud elaborated 
further with recourse to E.T.A. Hoffman’s story The Sandman and its Oedipal 
associations in an article entitled ‘The uncanny’ (1919) in which he links castration 
anxiety as the ultimate fear vis-à-vis the father with a fear of losing the eyes as one’s 
precious organ. Further illumination can be found in Group psychology and the 
analysis o f  the ego (1921), in which Freud explains the power of the hypnotiser as 
coming from the same source as that of the taboo with its prohibition of touching what 
is both feared and revered; being looked at by the powerful father has thus phallic 
overtones. The parallel between the (self-)blinding of Oedipus and the whipping of 
the eyes in the horse dream is obvious. By extension, we can note a similar reference 
to castration in Nietzsche’s horse incident. As it signifies the start of his ‘dark night’ 
of the mind or ‘mental eclipse’, it also leads to the loss of a certain kind of vision, the 
castration of his mental potency.
The horse as totem animal
In Freud’s theoretical elaborations, castration anxiety is seen as a narcissistic position 
arising from the son’s observation that the father owns a larger genital, which gives 
rise to admiration but also to a feeling of threat for the child’s smaller genital. In 
Totem and Taboo (1913) Freud explains how the child’s ambivalent feelings 
including fear of castration are displaced onto a father substitute, often an animal, and, 
for illustration, he refers to his case study of ‘Little Hans’ and this boy’s horse phobia, 
analysed by Freud as concealing ambivalent feelings towards the father (1909). The 
recurrence of the horse in these various examples of Oedipal ambivalence is not in 
itself reason enough to interpret Nietzsche’s horse along similar lines. However, a 
case can be made for Nietzsche’s horse as totem animal symbolising the father if we 
view ontogenetic development as showing parallels to or repeating phylogenetic 
development. Freud claims that the extraordinary circumstances in which the tragic 
hero of the ancient Greek myth finds himself -  as one who has killed his father and 
married his mother -  signify a universal scenario that is played out in every child’s 
psychic development (1924) and phylogenetically in the development o f human
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culture (1913). In this latter regard, Freud has developed the intriguing 
anthropological theory that the killing and eating of the primal father by the brothers 
of the primal horde, who desired his privileged position which included the right to 
possess the mother sexually, constituted a primal crime that, via guilt, led to the 
creation of the incest and parricide taboos and the development of totemism, an early 
form of religion involving the cult of the totem animal as representing the primal 
father which must not be eaten except on sacred occasions when the clan enjoys a 
joint breaking of the prohibition in a feast of excess followed by mourning. Seen in 
this light, Raskolnikov’s kissing of the horse’s bleeding mouth is reminiscent of the 
image of the totem meal depicting the eating of the father as well as the ensuing 
sorrow and guilt. While the historical truth of Freud’s theory on the origins of 
totemism is highly questionable, it should perhaps best be understood as ‘the mythical 
transposition of the inevitability’ (Laplanche & Pontalis, 1973, p. 286) of every 
human being repeating the Oedipus story in their unconscious. Such a perspective 
which carries Jungian overtones of a ‘collective unconscious’ renders the symbolism 
of the horse as totem animal in Raskolnikov’s dream, Little Hans’ phobia and 
Nietzsche’s ‘incident’ more coherent.
The Oedipal theme in Nietzsche’s life
As regards evidence for the presence of an individually expressed Oedipal theme in 
Nietzsche’s life that may have provided the unconscious impulse for Nietzsche’s 
action on that January day in Turin, we do not need to search for long. Apparently 
Nietzsche had an unusually intimate relationship with his mother, and unable to speak 
at the age of 2 14 due to his mother’s ‘literally reading his every wish from his lips’ 
(Wilkes, 1997, p. 272) the family doctor needed to instruct the mother to be less 
sensitive to his needs. Wolfenstein (2000, p. 121) comments that the infant Nietzsche 
was living in the ‘fluid reality of the mother-world’ and that speaking would have 
meant to ‘break the spell’ followed by ‘a loss of magical power’. The later severing of 
the identificatory bond with the mother led, through reaction formation, to an 
excessively harsh rejection of the feminine expressed in Nietzsche’s ‘abjective 
identification’ (p. 113) with the mother. In contrast to his mother, Nietzsche’s father,
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a Protestant priest, is reported to have been strict and to have used corporal 
punishment to impose ‘the Law’, but, according to Wilkes, Nietzsche was prevented 
from completing the normal course of the Oedipus complex with a strengthened 
identification with the father, as his father died before Nietzsche was five years old, 
which in Wolfenstein’s words ‘condemned him to living in an unstable transitional 
space between the eternal feminine and the historical masculine’ (p. 112). The 
coincidence of the Oedipal death wish with the actual death of the father then led to a 
repression of aggressivity and a melancholic identification with the father (p. 127) as 
expressed in a dream (cited in Rudnytsky, 1985) that Nietzsche had some months 
after his father’s death and not long before his younger brother’s death and which he 
recorded at the age of 14:
‘[A] grave opened suddenly, and my father arose out of it in a shroud. He 
hurries into the church and soon comes back with a small child in his arms. The 
mound on the grave reopens, he climbs back in, and the gravestone sinks back 
over the opening.’ (p. 430)
Rudnytsky interprets the dream as indicative of a negative Oedipus complex involving 
an identification with the dead brother now united with the dead father but also as 
expressing feelings of hostility towards father and brother which on account of their 
actual deaths aroused intense feelings of guilt. Rudnytsky notes an interesting parallel 
here between Nietzsche’s and Freud’s Oedipal constellations, as Freud’s brother also 
died an early death, leading to a strong sense of guilt which was reawakened at 
Freud’s father’s death later in life, without which he probably would not have 
discovered the Oedipus complex during his self-analysis. The severity of the Oedipus 
complex would, however, have been stronger for Nietzsche due to the father’s death 
occurring at a more primitive stage of development, resulting, according to 
Wolfenstein, in ‘a mind on the edge of psychosis’ (pp. 430-431).
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A twist in the Oedipal resolution
The melancholic identification with the father as described by Wolfenstein became 
most apparent when Nietzsche approached the age of his father’s death through the 
development of symptoms reminiscent of the father’s illness. These could be 
explained as self-punishment for the Oedipal desire to replace or surpass the father, a 
form of sado-masochistic auto-castration. Nietzsche struggled all his life for ‘self­
overcoming’, and the various transferential relationships with idolized father figures, 
most prominently with Wagner, ending in rebellion or renunciation bear witness to 
this. The final blow -  or perhaps it is quite the opposite -  to the fatherworld could be 
seen in Nietzsche’s ‘murder of God’ and his fathering of the god-like Zarathustra 
who, in Lou Andreas-Salome’s (2000) words is ‘the Nietzsche-Superman, he is the 
“Super-Nietzsche”’1 (p. 244), a creation of a God or god-like creature out of himself 
to satisfy his need for self-redemption (p. 247). Nietzsche would have thus been able 
to kill the father as well as identify with him, without the necessity of guilt, by 
twisting the Oedipal resolution: Instead of the son internalising the father within him 
as super-ego, the son becomes internalised in the father as Superman. Nietzsche not 
only achieves to father himself, he fathers his own father. The question remains, 
however, whether this clever inversion can ultimately convince the unconscious.
The return of the death instinct
In Beyond the pleasure principle (1920) Freud observes that what has been repressed 
has a tendency to recur. The neurotic’s ‘repetition compulsion’, which is particularly 
played out in the transference situation in psychoanalysis, appears to serve instinctual 
purposes that go beyond the libidinal drive for pleasure due to their ‘“daemonic” 
power’ (p. 21). This links the concept almost directly with Nietzsche’s ‘eternal return 
o f the same’ which is originally introduced by a demon in The Gay Science (1982), 
something that Freud even notes himself -  although he normally did not acknowledge 
the great influence Nietzsche had had on his ideas, as convincingly demonstrated by 
various scholars (e.g. Greer, 2002; Lehrer, 1995; Rudnytsky, 1985; Assoun, 2000;
1 My translation.
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Ellenberger, 1970). According to Freud, this eternal recurrence in the transference is 
always linked to the Oedipus complex, showing that this complex is not only the 
central concept to the theoretical body of Freudian psychoanalysis but also to the 
process of analysis itself. Chapelle (1993) sees the demonic nature of the eternal 
return expressed in the sense that there can never really be an end to analysis, but the 
compulsion to repeat is also a ‘compulsion into symbolic activity’ (p. 113), which 
brings the instinctual into the cultural realm of meaning, and the aim of analysis is 
then a revaluation of one’s past valuing with the goal of ‘redemption, or the 
transformation of negation into affirmation’ (p. 163) in a Nietzschean sense. In 
Freud’s more pessimistic view, the repetition compulsion that can also be found in the 
repetitive nature of children’s symbolic play reveals an innate striving to an earlier 
inorganic state, i.e. towards death, signifying the death instinct, and he rejects the 
existence of any striving towards something ‘higher’ like Nietzsche’s Superman as a 
‘benevolent illusion’ (1920, p. 42). Freud thus treats Nietzsche’s passionate call for 
life-affirming renewal of man as he treats all expressions of religion, spirituality or 
mysticism: as a regression into a comfort-seeking infantile state of helplessness which 
he terms a ‘mass delusion’ in Civilization and its discontents (1930) and, as also 
elaborated in The Future o f  an Illusion (1927), as an obsessional neurosis derived 
from the Oedipus complex, in which the battle between libidinal and destructive 
drives is expressed through guilt, the price of civilization.
Conclusion
Returning to Nietzsche’s horse scene, an interpretation of the incident as developed 
here would view it as an expression of the eternal return of the Oedipal battle between 
libidinal and destructive instincts and the return of the hostility, anguish and guilt 
experienced at the death of the father while at the height o f the Oedipal phase. It could 
perhaps be added that the philosopher who declared himself ‘already dead as my 
father’ (Nietzsche, 2005) has shown throughout his life -  and shows it still, even at 
this point of dissolution -  how ‘alive’ the father and everything he stands for has 
always been for him.
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‘All the generations o f  mortal man add up to nothing!
Show me the man whose happiness was anything more than illusion 
Followed by disillusion.
Here is the instance, here is Oedipus, here is the reason 
Why I  will call no mortal creature happy. ’
Sophocles, King Oedipus
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The integration of mindfulness into cognitive behaviour therapy and its 
application to distressing psychosis
Mindfulness is becoming an increasingly popular part of cognitive-behavioural 
therapy approaches to mental health problems. Its range of applications is continually 
expanding and now includes presentations as challenging as chronic and drug-resistant 
distressing psychosis. In the following I would like to pursue the question of how two 
such fundamentally different approaches can be coherently integrated and how an 
integrated approach may be applied when working with distressing psychosis.
The rising popularity of mindfulness
First, I would like to draw attention to the extraordinary upsurge in interest for 
‘mindfulness’ as a substantial component of psychological therapies, most notably 
cognitive behaviour therapy. Considering the positivist-empiricist basis of Western 
treatment approaches to mental health problems, the advance of a therapeutic 
approach that has its origins in Buddhist meditation practices is something o f a 
revolution. Although mindfulness as promoted in contemporary secular treatment 
programmes has been taken out of its spiritual context, it could be said to have 
retained its essential character (Crane, 2009) which is integral to Buddhist paths of 
enlightenment and can be defined as ‘the awareness that emerges through paying 
attention on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally to things as they 
are’ (Williams, Teasdale, Segal & Kabat-Zinn, 2007, p.47). In spite o f the secular 
flavour of this discourse, practising mindfulness could be thought of as engendering a 
(quasi)spiritual attitude not dissimilar to Eastern spiritual stances, something that 
would seem to go against the grain of the cherished Western emphasis on principles 
such as logic and reason, progress and achievement. These principles also underpin 
cognitive behaviour therapy (CBT), the currently much-endorsed evidence-based 
treatment of choice for many mental health conditions. Bearing in mind that CBT has 
its roots in experimentalism and views people’s problems as resulting from distorted 
cognitions which it attempts to identify and modify (Hawton, Salkovskis, Kirk &
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Clark, 1989) through scientific enquiry and hypothesis-testing (Beck, J.S., 1995), the 
recent absorption of mindfulness into its repertoire seems all the more astonishing. 
However, since its emergence as an approach to stress reduction and coping with pain 
as in mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) (Kabat-Zinn, 1990), a substantial 
body of literature is accumulating in which the benefits o f mindfulness are 
enthusiastically reported (e.g. Baer, 2003; Brown & Ryan, 2003; Brown, Ryan & 
Creswell, 2007).
What seems to make the marriage of Eastern and Western principles possible here 
may in the first instance not be the presence of fundamental commonalities such as the 
idea that our thoughts impact on our emotions. Instead, it might well be the favouring 
of empiricism over rationalism within scientific psychology that has led some 
branches of psychotherapy research and practice to move beyond an increasingly 
dogma-driven Beckian approach to CBT and instead embrace practices that are in 
essence diametrically opposed to the rationalist’s belief in the sovereignty of reason 
but which appear to be effective. It must be noted, though, that Beckian or so-called 
second-generation CBT constitutes only one branch of CBT, although arguably its 
most successful one so far, and that CBT is by definition a combination of approaches. 
The success of CBT may partly be a result of its readiness to absorb those aspects of 
other treatments that have stood the test of experimental and outcome research, 
leading to it being less of a ‘school’ now and instead becoming more and more 
whatever may be said to constitute the latest form of evidence-based psychological 
therapy (Gilbert & Leahy, 2007). While therapy development along the lines of ‘what 
works’ has clear pragmatic benefits, the danger is that practice becomes divorced from 
theory and explanation, with little understanding of how and why certain interventions 
may be more effective than others.
A conceptual challenge
The mindfulness literature has begun to identify mechanisms and processes that may 
underlie the beneficial effects of this practice. Baer (2003), for example, lists 
exposure, cognitive change, self-management, relaxation and acceptance as
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mechanisms that can be hypothesised to drive its effectiveness. Brown et al. (2007) 
propose that insight, exposure, nonattachment, enhanced mind-body functioning and 
integrated functioning may be core mediating processes and conclude that ‘underlying 
all of these processes is a disengagement from self-concern -  the perceptions, 
thoughts, beliefs, evaluations, and related feelings people have about themselves that 
tend to channel and filter contact with reality in self-serving ways’ (p. 227). Generally, 
the effectiveness of mindfulness is conceptualised as resulting from an alleviation of 
distress through the development of a different attitude or relationship to one’s 
experience (Abba, Chadwick & Stevenson, 2008). Rather than ‘reacting to’ 
sensations, thoughts and emotions or analysing what caused them, the mere non- 
judgemental awareness of mental events is practised, fostering a ‘decentred 
relationship to mental contents’ (Segal, Williams & Teasdale, 2002, p. 41). This puts 
mindfulness in opposition to standard CBT techniques in which thoughts are 
categorised in terms of content, challenged with regard to their evidence and tested 
through behavioural experiments. As stated by the originators of mindfulness-based 
cognitive therapy (MBCT): ‘[TJhere was no need to change the content of people’s 
thoughts, but only how they related to this content’ (Segal et al., 2002, p. 45). The 8- 
week group treatment programme in mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT), 
which has been shown to halve the rate of relapse in patients with three or more 
previous depressive episodes (Ma & Teasdale, 2004; Teasdale, Segal, Williams, 
Ridgeway, Soulsby & Lau, 2000), teaches as its core skill a different way of relating 
to experience by promoting ‘sub-skills’ such as concentration, awareness, ‘being in 
the moment’, decentring, acceptance and letting go. Although MBCT claims to 
combine aspects of cognitive therapy with aspects of mindfulness training (Teasdale, 
Segal & Williams, 1995), one might wonder how cognitive this therapy still is and 
whether the possibly fundamental philosophical contradictions between mindfulness 
training and cognitive therapy can be resolved or at least coherently mapped within a 
conceptual framework or whether these conflicts are simply glossed over.
Pursuing this question, it is interesting that MBCT actually arose out of the desire to 
provide cognitive therapy with a more coherent conceptual framework. In the late 
1980s and early 1990s, cognitive therapy seemed to develop more from clinical 
observation than from hard evidence, and lamenting the lack of a conceptual
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framework that is intelligible from within cognitive psychology or cognitive science 
(Teasdale, 1996), Teasdale and Barnard (1993) developed the Interacting Cognitive 
Subsystems (ICS) framework, which provided a new model for understanding and 
testing how meanings are processed and transformed across different levels, 
incorporating sensorily-derived elements, prepositional and higher-level ‘holistic’ or 
implicational meanings. Their model constituted a new framework for understanding 
depression and consequently led to the development of MBCT. Teasdale et al. (1995) 
have explained the role of mindfulness in preventing depressive relapse, arguing that 
mindful processing as opposed to ‘mindless’ or ‘auto-pilot’ processing involves 
redeploying higher-level processing resources to lower-level subsystems rather than 
using higher-level meaning-related subsystems for processing problem-related thought 
streams independent of current sensory input. Repeatedly shifting away from 
interfering problem-related thought streams as practised in mindfulness training 
implies a shift away from the ‘reality’ of schematic models about the global 
deficiency of self. This eventually undermines or ‘re-trains’ the problem-maintaining 
processing cycles through the generation of descriptive specific meanings which, 
being reconfigured as ‘mental events’ rather than realities, in turn modify future 
schematic models. According to the authors, these relapse-preventing mechanisms, 
which lead to -  what they later termed -  ‘metacognitive insight’ (Teasdale, Moore, 
Hayhurst, Pope, Williams & Segal, 2002), may be similar to those invoked by 
cognitive therapy.
Embracing the paradox of acceptance and change
Although Teasdale et al. (1995) thus provided an account for MBCT that can 
reconcile differences between CBT and mindfulness at the level of outcome, tensions 
at the level of intervention remain. Some therapeutic models which integrate 
mindfulness have acknowledged these conflicts explicitly, namely Dialectical 
Behaviour Therapy (DBT) for the treatment of borderline personality disorder and 
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT). DBT, which views the tension between 
the opposing forces of acceptance and change as a central dialectic within the 
treatment, was one of the first therapies to integrate mindfulness as a core element of
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therapy (Linehan, 1993a, 1993b). ACT, another ‘third-wave’ behaviour therapy 
(Hayes, 2004), uses a range of exercises to help clients accept their thoughts and 
decentre from them while actively promoting behavioural change. Rather than 
glossing over the contradiction between acceptance and change, DBT and ACT 
embrace the paradox and explicitly integrate the two perspectives in philosophically 
coherent models. However, the precise contribution mindfulness might make to their 
therapeutic effectiveness and how exactly the acceptance-change dynamic affects 
outcome is difficult to ascertain. In a meta-analytic study o f the effectiveness of 
mindfulness training across different clinical interventions, Baer (2003) therefore 
focused only on studies that had used either MBSR or MBCT. She concluded that 
mindfulness-based interventions may help alleviate a variety of mental health 
problems and improve psychological functioning. The contribution of mindfulness as 
an acceptance-based technology was regarded as complementary to rather than as 
conflicting with the change-based technology of traditional CBT. In the light of the 
growing evidence for the efficacy of mindfulness across different disorders following 
her earlier review, Baer (2007) has recently focused on mindfulness as a generic 
technique that is characterised by three trans-diagnostic processes: reduction of self­
focused attention, rumination and experiential avoidance. As has been pointed out by 
Teasdale, Segal and Williams (2003), mindfulness training is multi-faceted, and some 
components may be more relevant to some conditions than others, e.g. reduction of 
rumination for chronic depression and reduction of experiential avoidance, as in 
thought suppression, for anxiety disorders.
CBT for psychosis and mindfulness
Thought suppression and self-related reactivity can be observed in connection with 
distressing psychosis (Bach & Hayes, 2002). Considering the reported effectiveness of 
mindfulness training, one might expect that the above-mentioned benefits also apply 
when integrating mindfulness into the treatment of psychosis. However, the 
problematic tensions that an attempt to integrate CBT and mindfulness highlights, for 
example between acceptance and change or between cognitive content and 
relationship with cognition independent of content, seem to become even more
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pertinent in the case of psychosis, particularly in the case of delusions, as it is largely 
the content of the beliefs by which their diagnostic status is defined (DSM IV, 
American Psychiatric Association, 1994). Bearing in mind that psychotic symptoms 
have only recently gained recognition as potentially meaningful (even if only 
idiosyncratically) and therefore as worthy of cognitive investigation, the question of 
whether the application of mindfulness to psychosis might entail a backlash could be 
legitimately asked. Historically, psychotic conditions have not been regarded as 
amenable to psychological intervention, and although Beck reported modification of 
delusional beliefs as early as 1952 (Beck, 1952, cited in Slade & Haddock, 1996), 
CBT has only been regarded as a viable treatment method for psychosis since the 
early 1990s. According to Bentall (1996), this was due to two fallacies, namely that 
psychotic disorders were believed to form discrete syndromes and that psychotic 
symptoms were generally regarded as not understandable. It therefore amounted to a 
paradigm-shift when treatments were developed that involved not only a focus on so- 
called ‘negative’ symptoms but also cognitive work such as modification of delusional 
beliefs, underlying assumptions and negative core beliefs (e.g. Chadwick, Birchwood 
& Trower, 1996; Fowler, Garety & Kuipers, 1995; Kingdon & Turkington, 1994). The 
effectiveness of CBT for psychosis has been confirmed in a randomised controlled 
trial by Sensky et al. (2000), and the delivery of at least 16 one-to-one sessions of 
CBT is now part of the recently updated NICE guidelines for the treatment of 
schizophrenia (National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence, 2009).
CBT for psychosis has undergone significant development in recent years. A major 
breakthrough was Chadwick et al.’s (1996) reformulation of hallucinations based on 
Ellis’ ABC model (1977, cited in Trower, Casey & Dryden, 1988) in which A 
signifies activating events, B beliefs and C emotional or behavioural consequences. 
Chadwick et al. reframed voices as activating events (A), so that therapeutic work 
became focused not on questioning the existence of voices per se but on beliefs about 
voices (B) that caused voice hearers distress (C). This reformulation meant that clients 
were enabled to change their relationship towards voices, for example by viewing 
them as less powerful than previously, reducing their distress. This change in 
formulation brought CBT as applied to psychosis conceptually closer to mindfulness- 
based CBT, not just in terms of similarity of outcome, for example meta-cognitive
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insight, but also in terms of the intervention itself. It was therefore only a short step 
from CBT for psychosis to mindfulness-based treatment for psychosis, as for example 
presented by Chadwick, Newman-Taylor and Abba (2005) in the form of a 6-week 
mindfulness group programme. A significant pre-post drop in CORE scores was 
reported for this intervention, which was explained as resulting from having learned to 
respond more mindfully, i.e. with awareness and acceptance, to psychotic symptoms, 
rather than becoming ‘lost in reaction’, involving negative judgement, experiential 
avoidance and rumination or confrontation. Similarly positive findings had been 
previously reported by Lukoff, Wallace, Lieberman and Burke (1986) and more 
recently by Bach and Hayes (2002) following a randomised controlled trial testing the 
efficacy of ACT compared with treatment as usual in preventing rehospitalisation of 
psychotic patients.
Despite these promising results, a few single-case studies have reported a worsening 
of psychosis following meditation (e.g. Yorston, 2001). While there is no empirical 
evidence to suggest that meditation-type techniques may be harmful for this client 
group, the literature cautions against applying mindfulness to psychosis without a 
clear formulation (e.g. Abba et al., 2008; Chadwick et al., 2005).
Mindfulness for psychosis in practice
Another warning that may be relevant here concerns the possible use of relaxation and 
distraction as a safety behaviour in psychosis (Morrison, Renton, Dunn, Williams & 
Bentall, 2004). Although mindfulness is distinct from relaxation, relaxation can 
accompany it (Baer, 2003), and it might then be used by clients as a coping behaviour 
or even as a form of thought suppression, which would be in opposition to its express 
aims. As an illustration, I would like to use the example of a client, Mr. S., a man in 
his mid-thirties with a diagnosis of schizophrenia and a long history of experiencing 
distressing delusional and paranoid thoughts. He had been introduced to mindfulness 
by my predecessor and practised mindfulness using recorded CD’s. In our sessions we 
mainly focused on cognitive exploration of his distressing experiences in accordance 
with Chadwick et al.’s (1996) ABC model, while his mindfulness practice took place
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at home, i.e. outside the therapy. My understanding of his experience of mindfulness 
therefore relied mainly on his self-reports. When, in one session in mid-therapy, he 
talked about his mindfulness practice as pleasant and giving him ‘a time out’ from the 
stresses of his life, I realised that he had been using the mindfulness exercises more as 
a form of relaxation, distraction or even avoidance, one of the risks identified by 
Chadwick (2006), rather than as a way o f changing his relationship to his actual 
experience in the present. My ensuing explanations of the rationale for mindfulness 
seemed to convince Mr. S., but they may only have conveyed meta-cognitive 
knowledge, whereas, according to Chadwick (2006), meta-cognitive insight can only 
come from actual practice and experience; however, such insight also needs to be 
articulated with the therapist or therapy group following the exercise. Bringing 
mindfulness practice back into the therapy sessions supported Mr. S’s process more 
directly, both through guided practice in a safe environment and through cognitive 
processing with me thereafter.
In Chadwick’s (2006) recently developed person-based cognitive therapy (PBCT), 
mindfulness is a significant part of an integrative treatment approach in which in­
session mindfulness practice is followed by cognitive processing in the form of 
education, discussion, Socratic dialogue and supported discovery. Mindfulness then 
becomes ‘an ongoing process of experiential behavioural experimentation, in which 
meta-cognitive beliefs are weighed against emerging meta-cognitive insights’ (p. 92). 
The combination of mindfulness and more traditional cognitive therapy is a key 
feature of his approach. Chadwick achieves a convincing integration of mindfulness 
and CBT by reconceptualising ‘content’ as ‘meaning’, which is a wider concept and 
can also include one’s relationship towards symptoms. Meaning (of symptoms) and 
relationship (towards symptoms) are no longer opposites but inextricably linked as 
well as two instances of the same overarching category: cognitive mediation. While 
this change of language can create a smoother integration, some doubts about the 
compatibility of challenging belief content on the one hand and accepting it on the 
other remain.
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Conclusion
In summary, although mindfulness training has been successfully integrated into 
cognitive behaviour therapies and shown to be effective, this essay has questioned 
how smooth such an integration can be at a conceptual level. It has drawn attention to 
some of the tensions between mindfulness and cognitive therapy, for example between 
content and experience and between acceptance and change. It was suggested that 
using mindfulness safely with a client suffering from distressing psychosis may 
require both experiential practice and cognitive processing together with the therapist. 
The essay concludes that within a reconceptualised understanding of cognition as 
involving meaning as well as relationship, an integrative perspective can be coherently 
rendered even if tensions remain.
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Both ‘being with’ and ‘doing to’:
How a humanistic perspective on borderline personality disorder might inform 
counselling psychology practice in medical contexts
An increasing number of counselling psychologists now work in secondary and 
tertiary care services, taking up roles that hardly differ from those of their clinical 
psychology colleagues and seeing clients who present with very severe and 
longstanding difficulties, for example those as represented by the diagnostic category 
o f ‘borderline personality disorder’. Taking one of the key dimensions o f counselling 
psychology as a focal point, namely its ‘humanistic value base’, this essay explores 
how humanistic values can be applied to working with this client group in such 
service settings. It starts by outlining borderline personality disorder as a diagnostic 
category, highlighting some of the controversies discussed in the literature, followed 
by a consideration of clients’ perspectives as presented in qualitative research. It then 
considers key humanistic values relevant to the philosophical basis of counselling 
psychology and discusses some of the dilemmas that may arise when applying these 
values to practice. Finally, it examines potential overlaps and conflicts between 
humanistic principles and one particular therapeutic approach for working with 
borderline presentations, Dialectical Behaviour Therapy (DBT), and concludes with 
some implications for counselling psychology practice.
A controversial diagnosis
When attempting to define ‘borderline personality disorder’, a number of 
controversies present themselves. Firstly, the term ‘borderline’ itself is controversial 
(Linehan, 1993), deriving from psychoanalytic understandings of patients who neither 
fit the ‘neurotic’ nor the ‘psychotic’ categories. Secondly, the validity of the concept 
of ‘personality disorder’ has not only been questioned in itself (Ramon, Castillo & 
Morant, 2001) but its applicability to people who present with difficulties that are 
regarded as ‘borderline’ is in doubt (Tyrer, 1999). Thirdly, the legitimacy of a single 
diagnostic category for the diversity of presentations falling under it can be
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questioned. Borderline personality disorder has been termed a ‘motley diagnosis’ 
(Tyrer, 1999), a ‘diagnostic dump’ (Appignanesi, 2008) for anyone fitting 5 out of 9 
different criteria (which makes for more than 200 possible combinations) as set out in 
DSM-IV, i.e. fear of abandonment, unstable relationships, identity disturbance, 
impulsivity, recurrent suicidal behaviour, affective instability, chronic feelings of 
emptiness, anger management problems, transient dissociative states or paranoid 
ideation (APA, 2000). These criteria were not arrived at empirically but by committee 
consensus (Linehan, 1993) and are currently under review in preparation for DSM-5 
(APA, 2010). In view of the inevitably great heterogeneity among those diagnosed 
with the disorder -  and considering that the majority are diagnosed with additional 
disorders -  it comes perhaps as no surprise that the validity o f this diagnostic category 
has been criticised not only by those who position themselves outside the medical 
model but also by those firmly located within it. For example, the National Institute 
fo r  Health and Clinical Excellence guidelines on the treatment and management of 
borderline personality disorder describe it as ‘the most contentious of all the 
personality disorder subtypes’ (NICE, p. 7), noting considerable fluctuation of the 
number of criteria any one person can present with over time and that over 50% no 
longer meet criteria for borderline personality disorder 5 to 10 years after first 
diagnosis (Zanarini, Frankenburg, Hennen et al., 2003), which contradicts the general 
definition of personality disorders as stable over time.
Despite the openly acknowledged difficulties regarding the validity of this diagnostic 
category, the ontological reality of borderline personality disorder is rarely questioned 
within the medical model. With 70% of those diagnosed being women and with a 
large proportion reporting childhood sexual abuse, criticism from a feminist 
perspective has called the diagnosis ‘a controlling classification’ (Appignanesi, 2008, 
p. 503) that explains away ‘the strategies which some women use to survive and resist 
oppression and abuse’ and fails ‘to locate and understand distress within its social 
context’ (Shaw & Proctor, 2005, p. 484). Further criticism concerns the psychiatric 
requirement to apply a label to sufferers before help is extended (Warner, 2005) so 
that people are fitted to a category of mental illness, even if this entails losing validity. 
Although assigning sufferers to overarching diagnostic categories may cost-effectively 
simplify service delivery, one can ask how much of the client is lost within this
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classification system and to what extent this can be acknowledged or, if possible, 
alleviated.
Client perspectives
While clients’ perspectives have traditionally been missing from dominant accounts in 
the field of mental health, some recent qualitative research has focused on service 
users’ views. According to Horn, Johnstone and Brooke (2007), being diagnosed with 
borderline personality disorder was sometimes experienced as being about ‘not fitting’ 
and being rejected while also leading to a sense of control through knowledge, 
eliciting hope and the possibility of change. Similarly, Nehls (1999) showed that 
ambivalent responses to being diagnosed referred to hope for help on the one hand and 
fear of being marginalised and negatively perceived on the other. The validity of the 
concerns regarding being labelled has been confirmed by research into the attitudes of 
mental health professionals. For example, psychiatric nursing staff have been shown 
to express more empathy to people with schizophrenia than borderline personality 
disorder (Gallop, Lancee & Garfmkel, 1989) and as being less optimistic about this 
disorder and more negative about working with this presentation compared to 
schizophrenia or depression (Markham, 2003). Stigmatisation of clients with this 
diagnosis has been explained as due to the erroneous assumption that sufferers have 
control over their behaviour, leading to the recommendation that the problems should 
be viewed as reflecting ‘pathology’ rather than the person (Aviram, Brodsky & 
Stanley, 2006). Seen in this light, a medicalised view in which individuals are seen as 
‘sick’ rather than ‘bad’ (Gallop et al., 1989) could reduce stigma and be perceived as 
helpful by clients.
However, such a view might fall into the trap of the ‘false dichotomy between health 
and illness’ (du Plock, 2010, p. 140), neglecting the fundamentally subjective, 
context-bound and human experience of mental distress. Using the life history 
narrative method, Miller (1994) explored the experiences of people diagnosed with 
this disorder and found that despite the heterogeneity of presentations there were 
striking similarities in people’s narratives and these differed substantially from clinical
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descriptions of the disorder. Common themes identified were estrangement and 
despair linked with a sense of overwhelming emotional pain as well as a sense of 
inadequacy. Ramon et al. (2001) make a related point, describing participants 
diagnosed with personality disorders as ‘unhappy and lonely people, rather than 
angry, unable to reason, irresponsible or callous’ (p. 10). These studies would suggest 
that what is missing in the current diagnostic system is not necessarily a clearly 
delineated core concept of the disorder but recognition of the individually experienced 
depths of distress and suffering that drive people to despair and desperate actions. To 
capture and do justice to the actual experience of sufferers, priority needs to be given 
to people’s phenomenological realities and meaning-making, a key element of a 
humanistic stance vis-à-vis psychological distress. It constitutes a particular concern 
for counselling psychologists, forming part of the discipline’s commitment to a 
humanistic value system (Milton, Craven & Coyle, 2010).
Humanistic values and practice dilemmas
While counselling psychology views the humanistic paradigm as only one of several 
perspectives to draw on, the fact that, as a discipline, it subscribes to its value base 
accords this paradigm special status and merits a brief exploration before focusing 
attention on its application to the presenting concerns under discussion. Having 
developed as the ‘third force’ in opposition to the dominant paradigms of 
behaviourism and psychoanalysis (McLeod, 2003), the humanistic paradigm embraces 
a holistic view of human beings and rejects diagnosis as ‘reducing’ clients to pre­
determined categories within a generalised classification (Gillon, 2007).The idea of 
‘wholeness’ also implies a belief in the potential of human beings to be truly 
‘whole’(or ‘healed’), to carry within themselves the seeds for self-actualisation and 
growth, for example conceptualised as ‘the actualising tendency’ in person-centred 
theory (Rogers, 1951). Additionally, human beings are regarded as autonomous, 
conscious and free agents, and there is an emphasis on the uniqueness of human 
beings, the importance of subjective experience and personal meaning-making. It must 
be conceded with du Plock (2010) that these assumptions may be ‘overly optimistic’ 
(p. 134) and that a humanistic outlook may need to be balanced by existentialist
47
reflections on the limitations of human existence (du Plock, 2010) and social- 
constructionist and postmodernist considerations of the cultural and historical 
situatedness of persons (Strawbridge & Woolfe, 2010). However, despite these 
concessions a humanistic perspective remains of fundamental importance within 
pluralistic counselling psychology practice and can be reflected in practitioners’ 
attitudes or the ethos that they bring to practice (Ashley, 2010).
Counselling psychologists approaching their work with clients diagnosed with 
borderline personality disorder with a humanistic attitude may, however, face some 
dilemmas. Being critical of the pathologising impact of diagnostic labels, it must 
nevertheless be recognised that for many clients the recognition of being ‘ill’ rather 
than ‘bad’ comes as a relief, as the externalisation of distress through ‘illness’ can 
help to develop a ‘less punitive self-concept’ (Douglas, 2010). Furthermore, focusing 
on potentiality over deficiency and communicating belief in the client’s actualising 
tendency could sometimes be perceived as invalidating the client’s experience of 
excruciating pain and of themselves as fundamentally flawed. Equally, 
communicating the humanistic assumption that the client is an autonomous, freely 
choosing agent could further contradict the client’s experience o f being out of control, 
a central feature for many clients who engage in suicidal, self-harming or otherwise 
(self-)damaging behaviours.
Relational challenges
Considering some of the main humanistic principles with regard to therapeutic 
practice, additional dilemmas may emerge. Although the paradigm emphasises 
potentiality over deficiency (Gillon, 2007), some explanations for the development of 
psychological distress have been advanced. In the person-centred perspective human 
distress is viewed as resulting from ‘incongruence’, i.e. discrepancies between 
experiences of the organism as a whole and what is acknowledged within the ‘se lf 
(Gillon, 2007), often due to an invalidating environment and its particular ‘conditions 
of worth’, in which the pursuit of positive regard has led to a devaluation of a person’s 
organismic valuing process (Wilkins, 2005). Humanistically-orientated therapeutic
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core assumptions therefore include an emphasis on process, underpinned by trust in 
the client’s potential for growth and a belief in the healing potential o f the therapeutic 
relationship (McLeod, 2003). This relationship is seen as central and is characterised 
as a ‘real’ encounter between authentic human beings, a kind o f ‘fellow-travelling 
relationship’ (du Plock, 2010, p. 131) with the therapist taking a non-authoritative, 
often non-directive stance and offering Rogerian ‘core conditions’ including empathy, 
congruence and unconditional positive regard, which -  in person-centred therapy, for 
example -  are seen as ‘necessary and sufficient’ to facilitate client change.
Adapting these principles to working with clients labelled as ‘borderline’, Warner 
(2000, 2005) has put forward a developmentally based person-centred model on how 
to work with what she calls ‘fragile process’ in clients who, as a result of ‘empathie 
failure’ in childhood, have difficulties modulating the intensity of their experiences. 
This requires the ‘ongoing presence of a soothing, empathie person’, as clients ‘want 
to be understood and affirmed in the rightness of the experience’ (Warner, 2000, p. 
151) and need ‘more than an accepting presence’ (p. 153), for example highly 
advanced listening skills, higher frequency of sessions and a connection with the 
therapist between sessions through telephone contact or holding objects belonging to 
the therapist (p. 155). While counselling psychologists may not necessarily adhere to 
model-specific humanistic guidelines and may draw on a variety of other methods 
and techniques, the humanistic element of their work lies in ‘the philosophical 
position from which they do it’ (Strawbridge & Woolfe, 2010, p. 11), often described 
as a stance of ‘being with’ rather than ‘doing to’(e.g. Ashley, 2010; du Plock, 2010; 
Gillon, 2007), thus embracing much of what has been stated above concerning the 
therapeutic relationship.
Approaching the work with highly suicidal clients from a perspective of ‘being with’ 
rather than ‘doing to’, however, raises conflicts and dilemmas, not to mention 
anxieties for the practitioner. For example, empathising with clients who want to kill 
themselves and trusting in their autonomy and freedom to choose may not only 
constitute a neglect of the therapist’s responsibility with regard to risk issues -  and the 
risk of actual completion of suicide is 10% among people diagnosed with this disorder 
(NICE, 2009) -  but empathy alone may not necessarily be helpful to suicidal clients
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for other reasons too, as it could confirm their experience of themselves as unworthy 
of being cared for and that suicide is a viable option. Furthermore, a non-directive 
attitude in the light of a highly suicidal or highly aroused and angry client can 
significantly stretch or violate a therapist’s personal boundaries, which in turn poses a 
threat for the beneficial workings of the therapeutic relationship. Humanistic 
approaches would acknowledge that high-risk situations call for greater intervention, 
i.e. a degree of ‘doing to’; however, when working with suicidal threats and 
behaviours as a recurrent issue, there is a temptation for the therapist to become 
increasingly safety-conscious and directive in style at the expense of a more client- 
focused exploration of the meanings and functions of the suicidal material (Milton, 
2001). This suggests that counselling psychologists may need to develop ways of 
working safely with highly suicidal and otherwise (self-)destructive presentations that 
do not involve forsaking their humanistic commitments.
Dialectical behaviour therapy and humanistic concerns
While Warner’s (2000) suggestions above regarding work with ‘fragile process’ may 
perhaps best be applied in private practice and with clients who are not acutely 
suicidal, some of the suggestions she makes, i.e. telephone contact and adapting the 
frequency of sessions, bear resemblance to adaptations in contemporary clinical 
settings for therapeutic practice with clients diagnosed with borderline personality 
disorder, for example as in dialectical behaviour therapy (DBT). DBT has been 
developed in the USA by Marsha Linehan (1993) for clients diagnosed with 
borderline personality disorder and has been endorsed as one of the treatments of 
choice in the UK (NICE, 2009). DBT, which explains borderline personality disorder 
as an emotion regulation disorder caused by a combination o f biological factors and 
an invalidating environment, is an intensive therapy programme based on cognitive- 
behavioural principles and Zen philosophy and aims to help clients reduce suicidal 
and other damaging behaviours by bridging paradoxes through a dialectical process, 
for example most prominently through the dialectic of acceptance and change. An 
increasing number of counselling psychologists now work in DBT services, and the 
question Douglas (2010, p. 24) has raised on ‘how to retain a humanistic value base
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within a framework dominated by a medical model of distress’ can be legitimately 
asked in this context, as DBT is at least partly grounded in the medical model and 
employs behaviourist principles and strategies to effect change, placing it squarely in 
opposition to humanistic principles.
However, DBT attaches equal importance to the principle of acceptance, employs 
mindfulness as a major technique as well as Zen Buddhist ideas, views the ‘real’ 
relationship between therapist and client as central and makes use of a variety of 
validation strategies. This validational aspect accords more easily with a humanistic 
stance. The core DBT principle of validation has, for example, been described as ‘a 
higher-order construct that involves all three of Carl Rogers’s therapeutic conditions’ 
(Bohart & Greenberg, 1997, p. 435). However, validation in DBT is always 
interwoven with change strategies. While this may contradict humanistic concerns, it 
can also be seen as a way of managing the challenging dynamic of working with 
suicidal clients and is designed to serve the long-term goals of self-validation and self- 
actualisation. By using the dialectic process of moving from validating the client’s 
wish to die (as problem-solving) to the potentially invalidating but life-saving 
suggestion to try distress tolerance skills and stay alive, the therapist can avoid either 
‘falling into the pool with the client’ (Linehan, 1997, p. 363) or jumping into action at 
every mention of suicide. DBT process can thus be regarded as a highly developed 
way of skilfully moving between ‘being with’ and ‘doing to’ in pursuit of achieving 
balance. According to a study by Cunningham, Wolbert and Lillie (2004) into client 
perceptions of DBT, achieving a balance between validation and change as well as 
experiencing genuineness and equality in a therapeutic relationship characterised as 
friendship or partnership were seen as most important. Similarly, Hodgetts, Wright 
and Gough (2007) found that clients saw the relationship with their therapist as most 
valuable, particularly when they had a collaborative working relationship which also 
included therapist self-disclosure.
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Implications for counselling psychology practice
Although DBT is partly related to humanistic values and attitudes, some fundamental 
aspects of this approach are clearly in opposition, for example its medicalised 
discourse, its manualised, highly structured form and its behaviourist assumptions and 
procedures. The resulting dilemmas faced by counselling psychologists can be thought 
about in different ways. The behavioural element could, for example, be regarded as 
ultimately serving humanistic objectives, i.e. keeping clients alive as a requirement for 
continued therapy. Additionally, it could be helpful to reframe the acceptance-change 
dialectic in DBT and recognise that both poles relate to some humanistic values, with 
validation or ‘being with’ resonating with client-centred relational values, and change 
or ‘doing to’ tapping into humanistic concerns for fostering growth and self- 
fulfilment. Another possible response is simply to resist counter-humanistic elements 
and emphasise other aspects in one’s personal practice, a strategy which carries the 
dangers of ineffectiveness, unaccountability and professional isolation. Alternatively, 
behaviourism could be seen as yet another paradigm to add to the counselling 
psychologist’s pluralistic practice repertoire. As posited by Milton, Craven and Coyle 
(2010), integration is not necessarily straightforward and counselling psychologists 
may need to draw on the postmodern aspects of their philosophical basis to live with 
‘the tensions that exist between knowledge and values and the contexts in which they 
are used’ (p. 65). ‘Being with’ and ‘doing to’ need not constitute an ‘either-or’ 
dilemma but could be constructed in terms of ‘both-and’. Such a dialectical 
perspective would not only fit with the philosophy of DBT but also with an attitudinal 
stance of ‘reflexive pluralism’ (McAteer, 2010) that counselling psychologists are 
well-placed to draw on.
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Introduction to the Therapeutic Practice Dossier
This therapeutic practice dossier provides an overview of the therapeutic practice and 
experience I gained during my training in Psychotherapeutic and Counselling 
Psychology at the University of Surrey. It includes a description of the clinical 
placements I worked in during the four (part-time) years on the course, the client 
populations I have worked with and the therapeutic approaches I gained clinical 
experience in. In addition, it contains my final clinical paper which provides a 
reflective account of my developmental journey towards becoming a counselling 
psychologist. This paper also refers to experience gained while at Roehampton 
University, where my counselling psychology journey began.
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Clinical placements
As I started my counselling psychology training at Roehampton University, where I 
gained practice experience in a range of placements and approaches over the course of 
two years, and as I continued my training as a part-time trainee in Year 2 and Year 3 
of the Practitioner Doctorate course in Psychotherapeutic and Counselling Psychology 
at the University of Surrey, my training spanned six years in total. This meant that I 
was able to gain nearly two years’ experience in each of the main approaches, which 
allowed for a sustained familiarisation process with each model. The therapeutic 
practice experience gained while training at Roehampton has been documented 
elsewhere and does not form part of the present description of my clinical placement 
experiences. However, it is referred to in my Final Clinical Paper, as my practice 
experience in the person-centred model in particular, which took place while at 
Roehampton, played a significant role in my development as a counselling 
psychologist overall.
Psychotherapy Department
My second-year psychodynamic placement, which spanned two years, took place in 
an NHS outpatient tertiary-care psychotherapy department which formed part of a 
large NHS mental health trust and which operated from two sites. In my first year 
there, weekly departmental meetings were held within a psychiatric hospital at one 
site, while my work as well as supervision mostly took place in the mental health 
services at the other site. These services were located in a portacabin within the 
grounds of a general hospital. In my second year at this placement, the department 
moved to new locations at both sites and due to a change o f supervisor my client work 
gradually shifted to the site from which the psychotherapy department was run and at 
which the weekly team meetings took place. The psychotherapy department was 
entirely psychodynamic in orientation and managed by a consultant psychiatrist in 
psychotherapy. Other members of the department included another consultant 
psychiatrist in psychotherapy, three consultant adult psychotherapists, one principal
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adult psychotherapist, a specialist registrar in psychotherapy, several counselling 
psychology trainees and one psychotherapy trainee as well as administrators.
Clients were referred to the department by psychiatrists, community mental health 
teams, specialist secondary care services and primary care services. Clients ranged 
from well-functioning adult clients with moderate-to-severe presenting problems to 
adult clients with severe mental health problems and personality disorders. The 
department offered screenings, prolonged assessments, long-term individual 
psychodynamic psychotherapy and group psychotherapy, mentalisation-based 
treatment (MET) for clients diagnosed with borderline personality disorder as well as 
consultation and clinical supervision to other services. The department operated a 
waiting list with waiting times averaging between six months and one year.
In general, I saw clients for a period of six to nine months and, as I stayed for two 
years at this placement, I was able to see one client for a longer period, namely for one 
year and three months. The clients I saw were working-age adults and mostly between 
the ages of 30 and 50. I saw both male and female clients from a range of socio­
economic, educational and cultural backgrounds. Presenting issues included anxiety, 
panic attacks, anger, mood swings, low self-esteem, post-natal depression and 
attachment difficulties, parenting problems, relationship problems, bereavement- 
related difficulties, mid-life transition difficulties, longstanding depression, eating 
problems, post-traumatic stress with histories involving emotional, physical and/or 
sexual abuse, paranoid ideation and suicidal ideation, borderline and narcissistic 
tendencies. During my first year at the placement I was supervised by a 
psychotherapist from a Kleinian background and in my second year by a 
psychotherapist from a Jungian/object relations background. Weekly one-to-one 
supervision involved the presentation and discussion of verbatim transcripts. 
Occasionally, there were opportunities to present transcripts to the whole team and 
draw on the perspectives of the wider psychotherapy department. The weekly 
departmental meetings usually involved case presentations, occasional discussion of a 
clinical paper, occasional presentations of research or policy documents, monthly 
discussion of the waiting list and some discussion of administrative matters.
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Day Treatment Service and DBT Service
My third-year placement was partly based in a day service of a large NHS mental 
health trust, providing specialist services for people suffering with severe and 
enduring mental health problems including psychosis, bipolar disorder and personality 
disorders as well as anxiety and depression. Its multi-disciplinary staff consisted of 
counselling and clinical psychologists, occupational therapists, psychiatric nurses, art 
therapists, music therapists, support workers and administrators. The service offered 
psychosocial interventions such as one-to-one psychological therapy, psycho- 
educational and therapeutic groups as well as art and music therapy. Clients were 
referred by psychiatrists, community mental health teams and GPs. The other part of 
my placement was based within the trust locality’s dialectical behaviour therapy 
(DBT) service for people diagnosed with borderline personality disorder. This team 
was made up of counselling and clinical psychologists, psychiatric nurses and 
occupational therapists from the day treatment service, the community mental health 
teams, the in-patient unit and acute day services and home treatment team. While 
individual DBT took place at various locations, the DBT skills training group took 
place at the day treatment service while the weekly DBT consultation team meetings 
were held on the site of the in-patient unit.
In my first year of this placement, my involvement was that of a full-time trainee, and 
I spent one day a week as part of the day treatment service, mainly as a member of the 
psychosis service, and one day a week as part o f the DBT service. My responsibilities 
in the day treatment service involved assessments and carrying out one-to-one CBT 
for psychosis with clients diagnosed with schizophrenia and schizo-affective disorder 
presenting with paranoid ideation, intrusive thoughts, delusions, auditory and tactile 
hallucinations, suicidal ideation and mood disturbances. I also gained experience in 
schema therapy with a client suffering with long-standing depression, anxiety, suicidal 
ideation, self-harming behaviour and obsessive-compulsive symptoms. Apart from 
weekly one-to-one supervision I also took part in weekly multi-disciplinary team 
meetings, a monthly CBT for psychosis peer supervision group as well as training 
events and was involved in regular consultations with care coordinators and
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psychiatrists. Furthermore, I conducted psychometric assessments, operated the 
electronic patient record system, wrote mid-therapy and end-of-therapy reports as well 
as assessment reports to re terrors.
As part of my involvement in the DBT team, I acted as observer, then co-facilitator 
and finally as lead facilitator of the DBT skills training group. Approximately half­
way through my first year I also conducted a joint assessment together with my 
supervisor of a client diagnosed with borderline personality disorder who I 
subsequently started seeing on an individual basis, which involved weekly individual 
DBT sessions as well as DBT skills coaching by telephone, offering availability for 
telephone coaching during office hours five days a week. With regard to my DBT 
client, I sometimes needed to communicate with carers and other professionals 
involved and I attended a multi-disciplinary CPA (Care Plan Approach) review 
meeting with my client, her mother, psychiatrist and care coordinator. Furthermore, I 
attended weekly DBT consultation team meetings as well as DBT in-house training 
events. Throughout my time at this placement I also attended monthly psychology 
locality meetings attended by the locality’s psychologists, psychology assistants, 
trainees and volunteers involving information exchanges and updates, discussion of 
relevant issues and engagement in further training.
In my second year at this placement I continued in the DBT service only, providing 
ongoing one-to-one therapy and skills coaching to my DBT client as well as running 
the weekly DBT skills training group and attending the weekly consultation team 
meetings. Running the skills group involved acting as co-facilitator or lead facilitator 
and teaching skills modules such as mindfulness, interpersonal effectiveness, emotion 
regulation and distress tolerance, as well as conducting a weekly skills use review, 
mindfulness and wind-down exercises, monitoring group members’ wellbeing and risk 
and providing brief interventions as well as skills coaching before and after the group 
to individual group members and liaising with their individual therapists as required. 
As DBT was mainly offered to clients who self-harmed and were at a higher risk of 
suicide, a large part of the work was devoted to assessing and reducing risk. During a 
particularly severe crisis with heightened risk of suicide I needed to take the decision, 
while consulting with my supervisor, to refer my client to the CMHT’s duty team and
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liaise with the home treatment team both before and after a brief period of hospital 
admission. At such times, the frequency and intensity of my own supervision was 
increased to match the level of need.
During my four (part-time) years on the course, I wrote four client studies with 
integrated process reports and kept logbooks with regard to my placement activities 
which were submitted at the end of each academic year.
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Final Clinical Paper:
Learning to ‘be with’ through becoming a person
‘What returns, what finally comes home to me is my own self, and what o f  m yself 
has long been in strange lands and scattered among all things and accidents. ’ 
Friedrich Nietzsche
I came to this training from a place o f compassion and empathy, as someone who feels 
connected with people and who is interested in all things to do with the immaterial 
world -  thoughts, feelings, ideas, meanings, the symbolic, the moral, the spiritual. To 
think of it in Jungian terms, I have been more at home in the world of the collective 
unconscious than in the small ‘ego’ within which I happen to inhabit a particular 
location in space and time. Originally, I felt mostly drawn to humanistic and 
existential approaches but I wanted to learn about all the major approaches so I would 
become a more rounded professional and be able to make better-informed decisions 
with regard to choice of model. While I have gained good insight into the three main 
therapy models and probably have become more rounded both as a person and as a 
professional, the question o f ‘choice of model’ means something different now than it 
did then. The paradox is that while I feel I have grown into a certain relatively stable 
person and professional of which model-specific knowledge and skills are a part, I 
also believe that I have some flexibility in how to apply this knowledge and these 
skills now, and that this is perhaps where the choice lies. In the following, I would like 
to chart this intertwined process of learning and becoming which spanned six (part- 
time) years, two years at Roehampton University and four years at the University of 
Surrey.
The person-centred approach -  becoming present
When I started my training at Roehampton University, I was swept along by 
excitement and passion, humanistic faith and idealism, and the person-centred 
approach (Rogers, 1951; 1961), the foundational model of their counselling
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psychology masters-level course, seemed to fit well with this spirit. I liked the 
approach’s radical valuing of the client, the complete dedication to the client, the trust 
in the client’s process and the sense of flow permeating throughout and I plunged 
myself into the practice and tried to fully embody the person-centred way o f being and 
continually deepen my understanding of it through supervision and reading. It became 
apparent to me that some clients struggled with the non-directiveness of the approach; 
however, this did not cause me to doubt the model, as I interpreted their request for 
direction as indicative of an externalised ‘locus of evaluation’ (Meams & Thorne, 
1999) or as symptoms of a socially constructed understanding of the role of ‘client’ or 
‘patient’, and I saw my task as empathising with their request and continuing to trust 
in their capacity for self-healing (Bozarth, 1998) as conceptualised in the ‘actualising 
tendency’ (Rogers, 1951). On reflection, I think that clients who would have preferred 
a different approach benefited less from the work, and I would now see their concerns 
as much more of a dilemma, wondering whether a person-centred perspective would 
not also include the valuing of the client’s preference for a different type of therapy, 
along the lines of a pluralistic perspective to practice as put forward by Cooper and 
McLeod (2011).
Some clients responded more positively to the non-directive style and found the 
support offered useful. In my carers counselling work with Mrs. B, for example, a 
gentle and gifted middle-aged woman who was carer to her elderly husband, I was 
able to accompany her through a painful process of coming to terms with the 
limitations of her situation, and at the end of our twelve sessions together she seemed 
to be more in touch with her own feelings and was starting to dedicate more of her 
time to her own needs and interests. While I had been able to attune to and reflect 
back many of her emotions, I had been much more reserved when it came to her angry 
feelings, and I had not challenged the possibly underlying assumption of herself as not 
deserving care in her own right.
It transpired, also in the work with other clients, that I found it difficult to challenge 
clients in general, my ‘area for development’ across different supervisors’ reports. 
Partly, this was due to a lack of confidence, but I also experienced confusion about the 
role of ‘power’ in the consulting room. I felt uncomfortable about the therapist’s
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power, precisely because this model appeared to strive for an equal relationship. I had 
read with interest about Martin Buber’s criticism of Carl Rogers’ theory, declaring 
that the therapeutic relationship was intrinsically unequal (see Kirschenbaum & 
Henderson, 1989), and it troubled me that by becoming a practitioner in the 
therapeutic enterprise I was possibly becoming part of an exploitative ‘industry’ and 
that abuse of power was inextricably connected with this.
However, my unease about the therapist’s power went perhaps further than simply not 
wanting to abuse it. Perhaps I did not really want to own my power and not ‘get my 
hands dirty’. But then, did I not owe it to my clients to use some of my power, in their 
service, of course? I felt confused and also sceptical about other aspects of person- 
centred theory and I expressed my misgivings in my reflective journal: ‘This “other” 
simply mirrors all the outpourings of the self in the guise of a validating other. 
Thereby, all critical and moral faculties of the self and of any real other are 
circumvented or completely silenced, switched off, without the client realizing.’ On 
reflection, I think I was perhaps speaking about my own practice but had split off the 
observation from its origin and projected it onto the theory, because I did not have the 
‘ego strength’ to own that I was perhaps not yet ‘enough of a person to be able to 
assume the professional responsibility which the therapeutic relationship requires’ 
(Thome, 2002, p. 22).
Gaining somewhat in confidence and beginning to learn from being (gently) 
challenged by my placement supervisor, things started to change when I saw Mrs. Y, 
the last client I worked with as part of my person-centred placement. Mrs. Y, who had 
lost her husband seven months previously, was angry, outspoken and suspicious of 
anything ‘airy-fairy’. Going with the flow, attuning to her and empathically reflecting 
her back without actually meeting her as a separate person with my own perspective, 
she would bat back as ‘playing games’ or ‘short-changing’ her. The more direct and 
outwardly congruent style I then developed with her was experienced as more 
authentic and safer by her, although it can be questioned whether one could speak of 
congruence if it is conveyed in reaction to the client’s demands for it. However, 
responding to her request for ‘realness’ helped me become more courageous and even
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more ‘challenging’, for example I was able to wonder with Mrs. Y what might be so 
threatening for her about ‘being connected’.
Interestingly, by owning my power more in the relationship with Mrs. Y, transparency 
was increased and the potential for abuse of power was probably reduced. This helped 
her to start taking more risks such as allowing a softer side to emerge and moving 
closer to an encounter characterised by mutuality and intimacy or what Mearns and 
Cooper (2005) have called ‘relational depth’. They describe this quality o f the 
therapeutic relationship as not deviating from Rogers’ core conditions and as rather 
constituting a single and whole core condition embracing all six of Rogers’ 
conditions. However, while the main core conditions, empathy, congruence and 
positive unconditional regard, need to be provided by the therapist, an encounter at 
relational depth is of a ‘mutual, interactive and bi-directional nature’ (Mearns & 
Cooper, 2005, p. 37). This type o f relationship, which has also been called ‘person-to- 
person relationship’ (Clarkson, 2003) or ‘real relationship’ (Gelso & Carter, 1985, 
cited in Raue & Goldffied, 1994) could be seen as an ideal form o f relating, and in 
therapy it could act as a practice ground or a model for more authentic and equal 
relationships outside of therapy or as helping the client create an internal playing field 
for non-defensive communication between different aspects o f the self. It was a way 
of relating I consistently strove towards, not only in my person-centred placement but 
also in my CBT placement in primary care and in the drug and alcohol placement I 
worked in while still training at Roehampton. ‘Relational depth’, which seems to 
combine deep connectedness as well as here-and-now groundedness and separateness 
-  would probably have remained the highest relational goal for me, had I not become 
so deeply exposed to the psychodynamic model and to the finding, both in theory and 
practice as well as through personal therapy, that re-experiencing, understanding and 
possibly repairing developmental failures can bring healing at an even deeper level.
Moving to Surrey -  coming into my own
As I deepened my understanding of the person-centred model, it was becoming clearer 
to me that to enable others to address their unfulfilled needs, as in my carers
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counselling work, I also needed to look after my own needs. Having been a full-time 
mother and carer for many years, I had, for example, not been able to pursue my 
intellectual and academic interests. By the time I was well into my second year at 
Roehampton, I was beginning to express my desire for this type of actualisation more. 
I began to enjoy my intellectual interests more openly, pouring much of my pent-up 
creativity and thoughtfulness into research projects and academic essays. One such 
essay dealt with the topic of death anxiety in mid life and the passionate refusal to 
give up one’s youthful idealism, which ironically won a trainee prize (runner up) and 
led to a publication, which boosted me greatly. It was also around this time that I 
made the decision to apply to continue my training on the doctoral course at the 
University of Surrey, as I was longing to give fuller expression to my academic 
aspirations, particularly in the field of research, but also because I wanted to expose 
myself to the rigorous and intense training environment that Surrey was renowned to 
provide. Once at Surrey, I made full use of the opportunities offered and enjoyed 
experiencing ‘flow’ and fulfilment in my scholarly pursuits. With the help of my 
inspiring yet stringent research supervisor I was able to develop a focused approach to 
research and was much rewarded by having articles published and being able to mix 
and have exchanges with researchers at conferences. Doing research, I found that my 
person-centred basis proved very useful in phenomenologically-orientated qualitative 
research, especially when interviewing bereaved individuals about their difficult-to- 
disclose experiences of having sensed the presence o f the deceased. Equally, I found 
that the skills I developed by undertaking qualitative data analysis within a 
hermeneutic framework, particularly balancing creativity and passion on the one hand 
with careful discernment and empirical groundedness on the other, were of 
transferrable use for the more interpretation-based therapeutic work I was now 
involved with in my practice. Besides, more recently, my engagement with 
interpretative pluralism in research has paralleled my interest in a pluralistic stance to 
practice.
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The psychodynamic approach -  becoming separate in relationship
My initial response to the psychodynamic approach was diametrically opposed to my 
response to the person-centred model. There I had been excited about the practice but 
somewhat sceptical about the theory. Here, however, I felt uneasy about the practice 
while fascinated by the theory. When I started out in a very strictly psychoanalytic 
NHS psychotherapy placement with a Kleinian supervisor, I struggled to adjust to the 
differences in style, understanding and attitude towards clients. Simultaneously, my 
desire to ‘do’ things ‘properly’ led me to work hard to embrace the model and its 
practice. Many factors came together here that activated my already quite pronounced 
‘super-ego’: wanting to prove that I deserved the place at Surrey, being in a 
hierarchical placement, struggling with a more challenging supervision style, 
difficulty distinguishing negative transference from client feedback that should be 
taken at face value and finding myself in a parallel process with my first client, Ms. T, 
a victim of bullying in her relationships. In the transference, there was often a re­
enactment of abuser-victim relationships, and it was sometimes difficult to tease apart 
my own process from that of my client. As a result o f all these pressures, I almost 
discarded everything I had learned about therapy so far and pushed myself to fit what 
I perceived to be the new requirements, only to find that my attempt to meet all these 
expectations could be seen as a problem in itself as a sado-masochistic response or a 
‘narcissistic pre-occupation with my own competence’.
Looking back now, I see these developments partly as a consequence of the sudden 
and extreme switch from one philosophy to another. However, exposure to this model 
also brought attention to some of my own split-off material, particularly my fear of 
becoming an aggressive bully (like people in my past) if I show anger and my fear of 
losing care and support if I say ‘no’ to people I depend on (due to experiences of 
having been co-dependent to narcissistic others). Both personal therapy and reparative 
experiences in my peer group at university were instrumental in helping me address 
these issues and move towards a greater ability to notice and understand transference 
as well as my own counter-transference reaction so as to be able to step out of it and 
respond constructively.
78
As already mentioned, what intrigued me from the beginning in this model was the 
depth and the richness of theory, and I found much intellectual and aesthetic pleasure, 
particularly in Freud’s writings, and I was fortunate to be able to freely explore the 
depth and breadth of psychoanalytic thinking in my essay on the Oedipus complex in 
Nietzsche (see Academic Dossier), which allowed me to bring some o f my cultural 
background and wider interests into the picture, but I also enjoyed excursions into the 
stimulating mental landscapes o f psychoanalytic thinkers such as Bion (1962), Phillips 
(2005), Steiner (1993) and Young (1994). However, my theoretical explorations were 
at this stage somewhat disjointed from the clinical reality of my placement and 
possibly held a compensatory function due to my struggles on a more practical level.
It was not until my second year in the psychodynamic placement and with a different 
supervisor, who provided much longed-for containment as well as well-balanced 
steering, that the split between theory and practice began to heal and that I started to 
warm to the psychodynamic approach in a more experiential way and ‘make it my 
own’. My supervisor’s object-relations-driven use of mother-and-infant imagery when 
discussing work with clients as well as writings by Casement (1985) and Symington 
(1993) conveyed a more benign, if not to say loving, attitude towards clients. Not only 
did this suit me more personally, it was also highly relevant to my work with two 
young mothers, one of whom, Mrs. J, presented with difficulties attaching to her baby 
and the other with post-natal depression including at one point urges to kill her baby. 
Drawing on my own experiences of mothering and feeling contained by my 
supervisor, I aimed to provide a containing space for these mothers, so they would 
eventually become better able to provide such a space for their own babies, a good 
example of when and how what Clarkson (2003) calls the ‘developmentally needed or 
reparative relationship’ may be therapeutically most beneficial.
Ironically, one article that I found particularly resonant and helpful here was 
Winnicott’s (1947,1982) ‘Hate in the counter-transference’ in which Winnicott posits 
that if a certain type of client ‘seeks objective or justified hate he must be able to reach 
it, else he cannot feel he can reach objective love’ (p. 144), and he compares the 
feeling of the analyst’s ‘objective hate’ to that of a mother towards her baby and that 
if ‘for fear of what she may do, she cannot hate appropriately when hurt by her child
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she must fall back on masochism’ (p. 202). Although I was not yet in a place where I 
was able to have (justified) feelings of this nature towards a client, reading this article 
enabled me to open to this feared emotion in a way that felt strengthening. Feeling 
strengthened in my ego possibly strengthened the ‘holding environment’ I could 
provide to my clients. At one point, Mrs. J seemed to become able to tolerate her 
feelings of hatred towards her son, and she later described feeling connected towards 
him for the first time, which then enabled her to notice loving feelings as well.
I can think of a time with another client, Mr. C, a 40-year-old man with narcissistic 
and borderline characteristics, when objective ‘hate’ towards him rather than 
responding masochistically could have been a potentially therapeutic response. In one 
session, he was angry about a remark I had made in the previous session which had 
challenged his ‘false self (Winnicott, 1960, 1965) and he acted out by suddenly 
jumping up from his seat, moving over to my side of the room and straightening the 
picture hanging on the wall behind me (see also my second psychodynamic client 
study, Appendix). Although I was able not to retaliate in any way and managed to 
communicate my interpretation of his action, I was unable to experience an objective 
and justified negative response such as Winnicott’s ‘hate’, possibly on account of my 
over-identification with him. Working with Mr. C, who I also felt culturally close to 
due to his ‘European’ origin, allowed me a valuable insight into how easily I can be 
drawn in by clients, especially if they have narcissistic tendencies, and how I need to 
make sure I can gain thinking space to reflect on the processes at work.
Towards the end of my psychodynamic placement, I found that I had become more 
aware of the complexities and subtleties o f transference and identification processes 
between therapist and client, that I was better able to identify the presence of these 
phenomena and work with them. However, I also thought that to be able to work in- 
depth and fully with the intricacies of these intra-psychic and interpersonal 
intertwinements would require years o f further psychoanalytic training and training 
analysis and this did not seem a feasible plan for me.
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Integrative CBT approaches -  growing up as a practitioner
My third-year placement took place in an NHS day service for people suffering with 
severe and enduring mental health problems. Having already had one year of CBT 
experience in primary care during my time at Roehampton University, the change in 
model did not affect me as much as the change in work environment, an 
organisationally complex multi-disciplinary setting with its different clinical, 
interpersonal, administrative and procedural challenges. However, I found working 
with clients with more severe presenting problems not only extremely interesting but 
also personally rewarding, possibly because it activated my motivating force of 
compassion as well as my humanistic and political stance of respecting and valuing 
each person as a person, looking beyond diagnosis and pathology. I found it 
interesting to learn about different models such as CBT for psychosis, schema-focused 
CBT and DBT, and I found the person-centred or ‘acceptance’ part within these 
approaches a welcome change from the often rather pathologising stance of 
psychodynamic perspectives. I also felt more at ease with the change focus of CBT, 
as change was now constructed more in the interest and in accordance with the goals 
of the client, driven by wanting to help people in their process of ‘recovery’ and 
embracing the principles of transparency and collaboration.
Working with clients suffering from psychosis was a valuable experience for me, as it 
enabled me to overcome preconceptions with regard to this client group and the 
diagnostic label. For example, I realised how individually variable psychotic 
experiences are and how much they are on a continuum with what is regarded as 
‘normal’ (see Bentall, 2003). I felt privileged to be allowed to share some o f the 
clients’ often terrifying experiences and thoughts and wanted to understand them as 
thoroughly as possible, which seemed to help the clients with their own sense-making. 
With Mr. S, an extremely courteous and pleasant man in his late thirties with a 
diagnosis of long-standing schizophrenia, the focus of our work, which was informed 
by Paul Chadwick’s approach to CBT for psychosis (Chadwick, 2006; Chadwick, 
Birchwood & Trower, 1996), was to reduce his distress through cognitive work with 
his delusional thoughts and negative core beliefs and increase his coping resources 
through mindfulness and behavioural activation. Mr. S was very engaged in the
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therapy, but we both needed to accept towards the end of our nine months together 
that his distressing symptoms were ongoing, although his ability to deal with them had 
increased. Interestingly, he reported that the opportunity to talk to someone at depth 
and feel understood had been most helpful to him. Part o f our work had involved 
relating the origin of the content of symptoms to childhood experiences, e.g. someone 
coughing meant the person expressed disapproval of him, something that went back to 
his childhood when his father indeed communicated disapproval of him in this way. 
This understanding could then be used to challenge his beliefs about such triggering 
events in the present. It was thus possible to integrate the CBT task focus with 
psychodynamic insights within a person-to-person relationship.
Such ‘blending’ of orientations means, however, that important aspects of ‘pure’ 
approaches are lost or watered down (Draghi-Lorenz, 2010). For example, I did not 
work with the transference with Mr. S, as he had communicated his need for a very 
supportive relationship. Interestingly, leaving out or reducing transference 
interpretations is, however, in line with effectiveness research, especially when 
working with more vulnerable clients (Cooper, 2008). Another integrative approach I 
gained experience in was schema-focused CBT (Young, Klosko & Weishaar, 2003). 
What struck a particular chord with me here was the therapeutic relationship, which in 
schema therapy is characterised by warm engagement, transparency and almost 
explicit reparenting. I believe that (sometimes) engaging with clients in overtly caring 
ways can be very healing, and this dimension of the therapeutic relationship sits very 
comfortably with me as a person.
Openly caring engagement in combination with philosophical open-mindedness about 
different perspectives could be seen to partly characterise dialectical behaviour 
therapy (DBT), an approach I have been involved with for two years and exclusively 
for the past year. DBT is an intensive third-wave CBT approach developed by Marsha 
Linehan (1993) and is based on behaviourism and Zen philosophy for people 
diagnosed with borderline personality disorder, consisting of one to two years of 
individual therapy, group skills training and telephone skills coaching. When I first 
learned about DBT, I was intrigued by its unconventional style, which includes 
‘irreverence’ strategies such as ‘plunging in where angels fear to tread’ or ‘entering
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the paradox’. Although I found the behaviourist aspect of DBT daunting, I felt 
strangely at home with it, as most psychologists in Germany are behaviour-therapy 
trained, and this seems to be conveyed in their general style of communicating, which 
is much less characterised by idealism than that of most Germans, myself included. 
Getting to know this approach better therefore also meant (re)connecting with this 
professional group in my home country in some way.
After co-facilitating the DBT skills training group for six months, I was able to take 
on an individual DBT client, Miss W, a 22-year-old final-year arts student, who 
presented with a range of severe life-threatening and quality-of-life-interfering 
behaviours and other concerns. Managing risk turned out to be one of the main 
challenges I experienced quite soon, and I found myself having to assess suicide risk 
over the telephone, take decisions -  supported by my supervisor -  with regard to level 
of intervention and adjust the intensity and frequency o f contact, as DBT allows a 
certain flexibility with regard to the therapist’s limits. I was thus required to set and 
re-set my limits on the basis of my assessment of the client’s condition and in 
accordance with my personal boundaries, a particularly tough part of the training for 
me but extremely valuable for my overall learning, helping me to become more 
independent as a practitioner.
In my work with borderline clients I was also faced with the borderline aspects in 
myself, for example my tendency towards over-identification, and the necessity to be 
a boundaried yet validating other. Over the course of my therapy with a Jungian 
analyst I had realised that my empathy had often been closer to merger and 
identification than to being a real person or ‘other’ in an T-Thou’ relationship (Buber, 
1937), which is what I am ultimately striving for, and by gradually developing a 
stronger sense of self in my ongoing therapy, I hope that I have become ‘enough of a 
person’ (Thorne, 2002) to be able to be separate as well as connected.
Another difficulty that arose for me from the approach’s requirement of balancing a 
number of dialectics, for example that of validation versus change, was that it was not 
only easy but also inevitable to frequently err on one or other side of the dialectic. The 
experience of constantly ‘failing’ in some way led me to the point where I needed to
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apply DBT skills and principles to myself, for example by using ‘Radical Acceptance’ 
to counter my perfectionism. In fact, the Zen aspects of DBT as in the centrality of 
‘mindfulness’ and the emphasis on validation and a warm therapeutic relationship are 
aspects I can easily identify with and integrate into my work, while the model’s 
rootedness in behaviourism has been more difficult to adjust to (despite my great 
fondness for my German psychologist friends). I have found it difficult to view 
people’s actions as determined by contingencies which the therapist needs to modify, 
albeit collaboratively with the client, to ‘extinguish’ undesirable behaviours and 
‘shape’ adaptive ones. However, I can see that therapy with people who are 
continually experiencing unbearable levels of emotional pain and then engage in 
impulsive and self-destructive and potentially fatal behaviours requires a high degree 
of stabilisation work. This understanding has helped me feel more in harmony with 
the model. I have also felt helped by the fact that my supervisor is very 
psychodynamically-minded herself and creates a space in supervision in which the 
relationship can also be explored in terms of transference and counter-transference. In 
fact, she has often reminded me that DBT is principle-driven and not manual-driven 
and that if Marsha Linehan herself came to this model for the first time, she would 
most likely be creative with it. While creativity and flexibility are features that 
counselling psychologists may be particularly well-placed to offer to the world of 
practice overall, we need to bear in mind, as Milton, Craven and Coyle (2010) have 
pointed out that integration is not straightforward and that drawing on the postmodern 
aspects o f our philosophical basis may be helpful in order to tolerate and live with the 
tensions between different approaches and the contexts they are applied in.
Conclusion -  becoming who I am
Becoming a counselling psychologist to me has meant two related processes, one 
being the process of acquiring knowledge and skills in different models, the other the 
process o f becoming a particular person as a therapist. Although these processes are 
related, in terms of their products they are also independent of each other. This means 
that I can become a therapist who, as a person, may be shaped by a particular 
approach but can still engage different models, techniques and skills, as for example
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in pluralistic practice (Cooper & McLeod, 2011). In fact, I believe that the therapist 
needs to be ‘a person’ in order to be able to make flexible use of different models or 
aspects of models. It is a prerequisite to a stance of ‘being with’ the client as a real 
other, which lies at the heart o f the philosophical and ethical stance of counselling 
psychology (Strawbridge & Woolfe, 2010). This does not mean that the person o f the 
therapist is fixed or that it precludes further development and growth. However, our 
sense of identity is often based on some continuity in our lives, and I would like to 
close with a passage from my reflective journal which I wrote following a discussion 
with my supervisor about ‘effectiveness’ and in which I identify such continuity in 
myself and describe its intertwinement with who I am as a therapist:
Personally, I  see my own ‘effectiveness’ as most at work when there is a 
connection with the client that is characterised by jo in t productiveness, by 
‘flow As a therapist I  am best as a trusted/trusting companion who is ready to 
share the client’s experience, who will put their own capacities and faculties at 
the service o f  the client and carry their burden with them, take it o ff  them fo r  a 
bit even and allow them to see things from a different perspective. I  offer my 
eyes, my mind, my heart and will use every tool in my toolkit to help make a 
difference, but I  am not a doctor who fixes a sick person. I  am not a teacher who 
instructs a pupil in what they should do. I  am not a coach who walks alongside 
and pushes the person on. I  am also not a mother who feeds the child along the 
way. I  am a fellow human being, a fellow traveller who believes in the 
connection between all human beings. Perhaps all the above are what people 
are looking fo r  from their therapist. Perhaps I  can even offer some o f  these 
things, but i f  therapeutic effectiveness comes down ultimately to what kind o f  
person the therapist is, then my effectiveness lies in companionship and what my 
companionship can offer. I  believe it has something to offer, and the more I  
learn and grow, the more I  will have to offer as a companion. At least tha t’s 
what I ’m hoping for.
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Introduction to the Research Dossier
The research dossier contains three pieces of research undertaken as part o f the 
Practitioner Doctorate in Psychotherapeutic and Counselling Psychology as well as 
publications and conference papers resulting from this research. The focus of the 
research was on the common bereavement experience of ‘sensing the presence of the 
deceased’, which bereavement theory and practice have tended to pathologise as 
hallucinatory or illusory for much of the twentieth century. The dossier starts with a 
literature review, which deals with the question whether ‘sense of presence’ 
experiences in bereavement can be conceptualised as spiritual experiences, and two 
theoretical frameworks are drawn upon that have emerged in bereavement scholarship 
in recent decades, the ‘continuing bonds’ and the ‘meaning-making’ perspectives. 
This review was published with small changes in Mental Health, Religion & Culture, 
and a copy of the article has been attached at the end of this dossier. The literature 
review is followed by a report of my first empirical study. Here I conducted a 
qualitative interview study with individuals, using thematic analysis, on sense of 
presence experiences in bereavement and meaning-making. This report was published 
in Death Studies, and a copy of this article can also be found at the end o f this dossier. 
The second empirical study involved a case study, using interviews and participant 
observation, which explored what role, if any, sense of presence experiences might 
play within a specific bereaved family. Interview data were analysed from an 
interpretative pluralist perspective, with participant observation reflections added 
where appropriate and relevant.
Copies of the four conference papers I have presented have also been included at the 
end of the dossier. While I drew on my first empirical study for most of the papers, I 
focused on different aspects of the research and adjusted the angle of each 
presentation to the particular audience or conference in question.
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Can “sense of presence” experiences in bereavement 
be conceptualised as spiritual phenomena within a “continuing bonds” and 
“meaning-making” framework?
This paper explores the possibility of conceptualising the frequently occurring 
experience of “sensing the presence o f the deceased” in bereavement as a spiritual 
phenomenon and examines how such a conceptualisation can be related to two recent 
perspectives in the field of bereavement research, “continuing bonds” and “meaning- 
making”. It is argued that “sense of presence” experiences are expressions of the 
continuing relationship with the deceased that can be spiritually understood but that 
pose various challenges for their meaningful integration into the bereaved person’s 
worldview or meaning structures, something that may need to be more explicitly 
incorporated into current theoretical frameworks. It is suggested that these experiences 
can be the catalyst for “post-traumatic growth” through a socially mediated and 
interactive narrative exploration and that this has important implications for 
bereavement counselling and therapy.
Keywords: bereavement; continuing bonds; meaning-making; meaning
reconstruction; post-traumatic growth; sense of presence; spirituality
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Introduction
In recent years, there has been a growing recognition in the Western bereavement 
literature that an ongoing relationship with the deceased can be normal and potentially 
adaptive (Klass, Silverman, & Nickman, 1996). The “continuing bonds” perspective, 
which has been informed by insights gained from cross-cultural studies, constitutes a 
radical departure from the formerly dominant view that emotional disengagement 
from the deceased should be the goal o f mourning (Bowlby, 1998; Freud, 1917; 
Parkes, 1998). Having interactions with the dead is now not necessarily viewed as a 
“hallucinatory wishful psychosis” (Freud, 1917) but, for example, from an attachment 
theory-based perspective, as a non-pathological means of coping that serves “secure 
base” functions when adjusting to grief (Field, Gao, & Paderna, 2005). A continuing 
bond is, however, not necessarily seen to be adjustment-promoting in itself (Stroebe & 
Schut, 2005). Rather, the interaction of ongoing attachment and meaning 
reconstruction processes is thought to predict bereavement outcome (Neimeyer, 
Baldwin, & Gillies, 2006).
It has been observed that the availability of relevant spiritual or religious 
frameworks for meaning-making may lead to better coping (Benore & Park, 2004), 
benefit-finding (Richards, Acree, & Folkman, 1999) or even post-traumatic growth 
(Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2001). The experience of sensing the presence of the deceased 
(Rees, 1971, 2001), a frequently reported dimension of the continuing relationship 
with the dead loved one, could be regarded as constituting a spiritual experience that 
can facilitate increased coping, meaning-making and growth. However, psychological 
perspectives on presence-sensing have been reluctant to take spiritual interpretations 
seriously, possibly due to the considerable conceptual, epistemological and clinical 
challenges they pose.
This paper aims to explore the possibility o f conceptualising sense of presence 
in bereavement as a spiritual experience within a continuing bonds and meaning- 
making framework by critically examining the bereavement literature in question as 
well as drawing on relevant sources on spirituality and religion. Implications for 
bereavement counselling and therapy as well as research are considered.
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The “sense of presence” of the deceased
Before considering the applicability o f spiritual conceptualisations to experiences of 
sensing the presence o f the deceased and how these may relate to conceptual 
frameworks in the bereavement literature, it is necessary to first examine the 
experience itself as it has been described and reported in the literature. In particular, 
its phenomenology, incidence and potential effect on typical grief symptoms are 
considered.
Defining sense o f presence experiences
Attempting to define a nonmaterial subjective experience without making assumptions 
regarding its ontological status is next to impossible. However, the term “sense of 
presence” is often used in the bereavement literature to denote a subjective experience 
without necessarily making claims about a correlating objective reality, although there 
is no complete homogeneity regarding the use o f the term. It usually refers to a 
“feeling o f presence” of the deceased which is difficult to pin down in terms o f the 
known senses (Bennett & Bennett, 2000; Grimby, 1998), a “general, non-specific 
awareness o f presence” (Datson & Marwit, 1997) or even a “vivid feeling o f an 
imperceptible presence” (Haraldsson, 1988-89). Presence-sensing has been defined in 
a non-bereavement context as “the experience in which the subject, in clear 
consciousness, suddenly becomes aware o f the presence o f another person in the 
immediate vicinity, although the subject may in reality be alone or in the company o f 
others” (Thompson, 1982, p. 628). Sensing the presence of the deceased is sometimes 
classified as an “extraordinary experience” (Parker, 2005) which tends to be 
differentiated from other extraordinary experiences in that it is not reported in terms of 
visual, auditory, tactile or olfactory perceptions o f the deceased. Although it is not 
usually seen to involve any perceived communication with the dead person as in what 
is referred to as “post-death communications” or “after-death communications” (e.g. 
Botkin, 2000; Klugman, 2006), such experiences may possibly co-occur and a 
perceived interaction is sometimes believed to take place at a more subtle level, as
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bereaved experients report, for example, that they are feeling watched over (Bennett & 
Bennett, 2000) or cared for (Conant, 1996) by the deceased.
/  f /z /M  w W  W  m a m /y  wze /o  to p z c  M zzzy zzzfer&sf zzz zzozzzzza/ez-W
"p rg ^ e z z c e  ", a W  zf ^eezzz^ /o  jozzzef/zzzzg /  re /w rzz /o  agazzz a W  agazzz. 7  / z ^ t  
azz acaz/ezzzzc z z z r e ^ r  zzz t/zz^ c a /z c e p f  w/zezz ^ta<7yzzzg t / z e a n g j  q /jy zzz W za zzz  zzz 
cazzzzecfzazz wzf/z r/ze / z M a s a p /z y  a /  Z az zg aa g e  azz<7 Ezzg/z^/z /z/ez-afaz-e. 7  ybazz<7 zY 
zzz/z-zgazzzg /zow  azze f/zzzzg cazz Jtazzz7^az- azzat/zez" azz<7 e v a ^ e  zYj 'Y e a /  /zz-eaezzee "  zzz zY^  
/z /z y jz e a /  a/z^ezzae. 7 a te z -  7 ezzcaazz/ez-ez/ zY agazzz w/zezz reaafzzzg a  p /zezzazzzezza/agzca/ 
a /  r/ze e x p e n e z z a e  a /  zzztzzzzaay, azz<7 zY z-ajazza/azY wzY/z zzza Z/zat z/za aZ /zar ^az-^azz Y 
" p ra ^ a z z a a  "  aazz 6 e ^ a /Z  zzz Z/zazY a /)^azzaa. ap e z z z z e jj  Za Z/za j^zY zY aa/ z/zzzzazz^zazz a/Y /zz j 
phenomenon may go back to my Catholic childhood and having grown up with 
phenomena like transubstantiation. I  remember how as a child I  fe lt both a sense o f  
awe as well as ease when witnessing this transformation in Church every week. 
Tz-azzjeezzz/ezzZ /z/zezzazzzezza w ez-e j/zzzp /y  a  /zaz-Z a /"e v e z y W a y  /z/a, azz<7 Z/zzY zzzay /z a v a  /azW 
Z/za yâazzz/aZzazz^ y â r  zzzy yâe /zzzg  ap azz  Za azz^Y aZ /zazzza wzY/z zzazzzzzaZaz-za/ /z ra ^ az zaa  zzz 
various contexts, fo r  example in art, nature and intimate relationships.
The phenomenology o f sense ofpresence experiences
As regards the phenomenological dimension of the experience, there is a lack of 
available data, which may partly be due to its non-sensory (Bennett & Bennett, 2000), 
abstract (Thompson, 1982) and consequently (at least partly) ineffable nature. 
Sometimes sense o f presence is described as a “nearness” (Rees, 2001), a 
“connection” (Sormanti & August, 1997) or just “a feeling [that the dead person is] 
there” (Bennett & Bennett, 2000). Although it has been observed that it may be easier 
to describe the quality than the content of the experience (Grimby, 1998), it seems 
difficult for experients to specify this “feeling” more precisely. Individual reports have 
contained descriptors such as “a sense of a conversation” (Sormanti & August, 1997) 
or “a form of a natural trance” (Conant, 1996), and some have referred to an 
accompanying sensation such as intense warmth (Bennett & Bennett, 2000) or intense 
energy (Parker, 2005). However, in general the overriding description of “presence” is
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that somehow the dead person is “felt” to be “there” and, apart from a small minority 
of cases (e.g. Parkes, 1970), this is perceived as a veridical experience that can be 
distinguished from dreams, memories or illusions (e.g. Parker, 2005; Rees, 2001). 
Furthermore, the experient does not feel in control of this experience and it cannot be 
deliberately sought as in “spiritualist” practice but occurs unexpectedly (e.g. Conant,
1996).
There is a greater availability of data on the affective concomitants of sense of 
presence. The experience is generally perceived as “pleasant” (Grimby, 1998), 
“beneficial” (Hoyt, 1980-81) and “comforting” (Datson & Marwit, 1997; Parkes, 
1970; Sormanti & August, 1997) by the vast majority o f the bereaved. Some also 
characterise it as “a sacred thing” (Rees, 2001), “uncanny (Hoyt, 1980-81), “awe­
inspiring and mystical” (Kalish & Reynolds, 1973), and a small minority have used 
negative terms such as “disturbing” (Lindstrom, 1995), “terrifying” (Parker, 2005), 
“difficult” and “painful” (Sormanti & August, 1997). These more negative 
experiences have been explained as resulting from “unfinished business” in the 
relationship with the deceased (Parker, 2005) or as a sense of frustration due to 
wanting to believe the experience was true and not imagined (Sormanti & August,
1997). The latter explanation seems to be an indication of the cognitive dissonance 
that can arise for those who cannot easily integrate the experience into their existing 
belief system, a point that will be dealt with below.
Incidence o f sense ofpresence experiences
The first major study into sense of presence experiences was a questionnaire survey 
conducted in mid-Wales by Dewi Rees in 1971 (1971, 2001) into what he then called 
“hallucinatory reactions of bereavement”, in which 50% of the 293 participating 
widows and widowers reported extraordinary experiences, o f which the most frequent 
one (39%) was “feeling a presence”. Rees found that the phenomena under 
investigation, which also included sensory perceptions of the deceased, occurred with 
equal frequency in men and women irrespective of social group, geographical 
location, living circumstances or social support, irrespective of the way the spouse had 
died, and that religious practices had no impact on the frequency. Young widows were
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less likely to have had such an experience than those over 40 and the incidence was 
also higher in longer and reportedly happier marriages, especially where children had 
been reared. Presence-sensing was reported to have continued for many years, 
although its occurrence was said to have declined over time.
Rees also observed a higher incidence among members o f the professional and 
managerial classes. This finding is in contrast with findings from studies undertaken 
in the USA, in which educational level was found to be inversely related to reporting 
such phenomena (Datson & Marwit, 1997; Kalish & Reynolds, 1973; Klugman, 
2006), although another US survey conducted by Olson, Suddeth, Peterson and 
Egelhoff (1985) confirmed Rees’ original findings. These conflicting results can 
partly be explained by differences in research design and it should be o f interest here 
that Olson et al. used an adapted version o f Rees’ survey. Commenting on the 
negative association between educational level and the sense of the deceased watching 
the bereaved like a “guardian angel”, Klugman wonders whether this item tapped into 
having a religious orientation, which he believes to be more common among people 
with lower educational levels. This could suggest that religiosity rather than education 
may account for the greater incidence here, something that finds support from another 
US survey in which religious orientation was found to be the most potent 
discriminator (Simon-Buller, Christopherson, & Jones, 1988-89). As these findings 
conflicted with those of Rees, the authors wondered whether cultural interpretations o f 
religion accounted for the discrepancy.
While the incidence of sense o f presence experiences tends to be given as 
approximately 50% of the bereaved population (Datson & Marwit, 1997; Grimby, 
1998; Kalish & Reynolds, 1973; Klugman, 2006; Olson et al., 1985; Rees, 1971, 
2001; Shuchter & Zisook, 1993), the true incidence is thought to be much higher, as 
there is still a great reluctance among the bereaved to disclose its occurrence (Datson 
& Marwit, 1997; Olson et al., 1985; Parker, 2005), particularly vis-à-vis doctors, 
therapists (Sormanti & August, 1997) and clergy (Rees, 2001) for fear o f ridicule 
(Rees, 2001), having it “explained away” (Parker, 2005) or being thought o f as “mad 
or stupid” (Hay & Heald, 1987). Grimby (1998) comments, for example, that 
participants only spoke about the experience once they had been reassured o f its 
normality. Hay and Heald (1987) found this reticence to be particularly pronounced 
among the better-educated, which they explained as symptomatic o f “a culturally
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mediated prejudice” (p. 22) regarding experiences that seem to conflict with scientific 
paradigms. The above-mentioned inverse relationship between educational level and 
incidence of presence-sensing could therefore also be explained by reporting bias.
/  am aware that the researcher’s own experience o f the topic under investigation 
j/zowM an /mpor/aMf p / f/zeje re/Zec/mm. Æowever, f&e r&œarc/zer may Ma
af&er w&M /Y /a  fAe /7rgparg(/M e^ /a  /a/A: a6aw f /Y apa^/y.
Z /^a^ar ^am e a/"Z/ia p a r /z c /p a » ^  m /Aa g w a W a W z e j ,  f/zara a  f/zaf ^am e/Z m g  
/ W  ^aare<Y” /a  m e ca%AY 6 e  ^ a / / /  a r  «Ye/z/eùZ Ay Ae/Yzg a  a / m /a  /Ae apezz y â r  
/m&Z/c ^cra/m y. 7/ m ay zza/ ev e »  &e /Ae y ê a r  a /  A em g /AawgA/ ma^Z a r  ^/wpzW /Aa/ 
^revez?/^ m e^ram  ^ c / a ^ m g  m  /A zj^ârm a/ A w /^ a^ /A /y  /Ae /AazzgA/ /A a/ /Aez-e waw/zY Ae 
something “reductive ” in this act. It reminds me o f  a short story in which a very 
cazzjczezz/zawj mazz wAa.se yaA zY wa^ /a  eazzzz/ evezyazze era^zzzg a  /zaz-Zzew/az- Arza^e 
evezy  maz-zzzzzg eAa^e zza/ /a  eazzzz/ azze ^az-Zzezz/ar gzTZ Ae ja w  Aeeazzje a/" Az'j ZezWez- 
yêe/zzzgsyâr Aez-. TAe amzjjzazz w a j  /Azzj azz a e /  a/"/ave. TAzj ZezzzYerzzejj z'j jazzze/Azzzg Za 
Aeaz- za mzaz/ a j  rejeareA ez-j azz<7 /A erapzj/j w A ea appraaeA zag /Ae "jaerezY” 
experiences o f  our participants and clients.
Sense o f presence and “bereavement outcome”
Rees’ (1971, 2001) survey showed that the incidence of sensing phenomena was 
associated with positive clinical findings such as being less likely to suffer from sleep 
disturbances and loss of appetite or weight. There was also no association with 
depression, although people who had such experiences also reported missing the 
deceased more and being more preoccupied with them. The participants in most of the 
studies quoted above regarded the experiences as beneficial but having the experience 
was not necessarily associated with better adjustment to bereavement. A higher 
incidence of presence-sensing has, for example, been associated with higher levels of 
anxiety, worry, feelings of worthlessness (Simon-Buller et ah, 1988-89) and constant 
attacks of crying and memory disturbances as well as severe loneliness (Grimby,
1998). Furthermore, greater intensity of presence-sensing, regardless of its perception 
as positive or negative, has been associated with poorer outcome (Lindstrom, 1995).
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One question that arises from these findings is whether the stated associations 
constitute causal links or whether an alternative interpretation might be more 
plausible. Datson and Marwit (1997), for example, conducted a study o f personality 
constructs in sense of presence perceivers and found that perceivers scored more 
highly on neuroticism and extraversion. Higher levels o f anxiety and distress could 
therefore also be interpreted as trait-related, while the higher incidence o f presence- 
sensing could be seen as a function of a greater openness towards -  or, indeed, a 
greater willingness to disclose -  this type o f experience on the part of extraverts.
Another question that arises from the results concerns the definition of “good 
adjustment” to bereavement. As Conant (1996) observes, individuals with more vivid 
experiences may simply be “better at” particular styles of expressing grief. Those 
supposedly doing worse may ultimately derive benefits from sense o f presence 
experiences other than the alleviation of surface symptoms, e.g. personal and spiritual 
growth, (“evidence” supportive of) belief in an after-life and the diminishing of 
existential fears (Parker, 2005). The potential o f spiritual benefit-finding as a result o f 
presence-sensing may, however, be difficult to realize if  the conceptual frameworks 
that are available for making sense o f the experience do not permit spiritual 
interpretations or if  they privilege reductionist explanations. Before considering how a 
spiritual perspective may be continuous or discontinuous with conceptual frameworks 
in the bereavement literature, it is first necessary to clarify what is meant by 
“spirituality” and whether sense o f presence experiences can indeed be interpreted in 
this way.
Sense of presence and spirituality 
Defining spirituality
It has been frequently noted that spirituality is an extremely difficult concept to define. 
While the term has its roots in Christian traditions where it can be seen to refer to “the 
outworking in real life o f a person’s religious faith” (McGrath, 1999, p. 2), the term 
has become increasingly separated from its origins to embrace a range o f meaning- 
related human endeavours (Sheldrake, 2007). As has been observed in the psychology
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of religion literature, this has sometimes rendered the concept “unclear and ethereal” 
(Spilka, Hood, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 2003), “nebulous” (Fontana, 2003) and 
“fuzzy” (Spilka, 1993, as cited in Zinnbauer et al., 1997) “if not meaningless” 
(Zinnbauer & Pargament, 2005).
Although it might be sufficient for the present purposes to arrive at a tentative 
and relatively broad working definition of spirituality, a broadening of the term to 
equate it with any existentially-motivated quest -  for example along the lines of 
Sormanti and August’s (1997, p. 461) definition of spirituality as “the human search 
for purpose and meaning transcending individual differences” -  seems to miss out on 
some core features usually associated with spirituality, such as transcendence of 
reality (Hay, 2006) or “sacredness of life” (Elkins, Hedstrom, Hughes, Leaf, & 
Saunders, 1988). Defining spirituality as an umbrella term that includes secular as 
well as religious expressions of spirituality (Hay, 2006) could be most appropriate 
here, although there is the danger of the term becoming vague or “fuzzy” as suggested 
above.
The dualism inherent in the splitting of spirituality and religiousness can also 
be seen to mirror a Western habit of thinking in which the material and the spiritual 
domains are viewed as separate (Spilka et al., 2003). As spiritual experiences are often 
characterised by their paradoxical quality o f being simultaneously perceptual and 
nonmaterial in kind, they seem to fall precisely between what is regarded as the world 
that can be experienced through the senses and the world that can only be inferred. 
They thus challenge Western dualistic thinking as well as the institutional separation 
of “heaven” and “earth”, allowing ordinary people direct access to a dimension 
normally “confined to specific times and occasions or kept under clerical lock and 
key” (Fenn, 2001, p. 200). A definition that is able to capture this dimension would 
therefore need to include this transcendent or “relational” (Hay, 2006) aspect of 
spirituality.
A definition that can be seen to fulfil the present requirements and that may 
serve as a point of reference against which the investigation in this paper can be 
pitched, is partly provided by Wuthnow (2001, p. 307), who defines spirituality as “a 
state of being related to a divine, supernatural, or transcendent order of reality or, 
alternatively, as a sense of awareness of a suprareality that goes beyond life as 
ordinarily experienced.” It could be added that this state of relating to or awareness of
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the transcendent tends to be meaningful and significant in ways related to what is 
perceived as sacred, although it needs to be acknowledged that individual and cultural 
differences with regard to “the sacred” pertain.
When I  began thinking about defining spirituality, I  was drawn to seeing it in terms o f 
an innate dimension o f human experiencing. I  think I  found this perspective attractive 
because o f my own difficulties with religious beliefs. I  could thus “explain ” my own 
desire for and experience o f spirituality as something I  was biologically driven 
towards regardless o f my convictions. However, when reading about different 
definitions, I  began to doubt that anything could be called “spiritual”, unless it was 
interpreted in this way and that there must be some relatively stable fragments o f 
“belief' within the shifting chaos o f my own religious meaning structures that allow 
me to ascribe the label “spiritual” consistently to this type o f yearning or experience, 
and although I  have included this interpretative dimension in my definition o f 
spirituality, I  think I  remain slightly torn between this new understanding and my 
previous more “fuzzy” view.
Sense o f presence as a spiritual phenomenon
Looking at sense of presence experiences with the above definition in mind, there are 
some clear indications that such experiences can be regarded as spiritual phenomena. 
The paradoxical nature o f these phenomena as previously described, with the deceased 
somehow “felt” to be present as external to the perceiver although this perception 
appears to be o f a non-sensory nature (Bennett & Bennett, 2000), matches the 
description o f spirituality as involving an awareness o f or a relationship with a 
transcendent reality, i.e. a reality beyond ordinary experience. This perspective is 
shared by researchers who have taken a phenomenological approach to spirituality and 
who have listed “sensing the presence o f the deceased” as one o f a variety o f common 
spiritual or religious experiences (Hardy, 1979; Hay, 2006; Hay & Heald, 1987). In 
this perspective, people are seen to have an innate capacity for experiences o f a 
spiritual nature, whether the experiences are interpreted as such or not.
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Most definitions of spirituality, as suggested above, also comprise a level o f 
meaning and significance above and beyond an awareness of the transcendent, and the 
specific meaning a perceiver ascribes to presence-sensing can be seen to depend on 
the individual and cultural contexts in which the experience occurs. In his study of 
bereaved parents’ spiritual lives, Klass (1999) points out that some parents find these 
transcendent experiences to be continuous with their worldview or sense o f self, while 
others struggle to integrate them. He posits that for the bereaved, spirituality takes 
place in a “web o f bonds and meanings” and that belonging to a community in which 
transcendent experiences and worldviews can be validated is necessary for the 
“transformation o f grief’, whether this takes place in a religious community or, as in 
his example, in a self-help community o f other bereaved parents.
It can thus be assumed that sense o f presence experiences can indeed be 
conceptualised as spiritual phenomena but that it may be difficult for experients to 
integrate them meaningfully in this way, unless appropriate conceptualisations are not 
only available but also socially sanctioned and validated. With this premise in mind, 
attention can now be turned to how spiritual conceptualisations o f presence-sensing 
can be related to existing relevant theoretical frameworks in the bereavement 
literature, “continuing bonds” and “meaning-making” frameworks, which will be dealt 
with in turn, although there is also some overlap between the two, as will be shown.
Continuing bonds
“Continuing bonds” versus “breaking bonds”
Before examining the “continuing bonds” perspective in terms of its conduciveness to 
spiritual interpretations o f sensing the presence o f the deceased, it is worth pausing to 
consider that presence-sensing is an extraordinary experience which cannot easily be 
reconciled with agreed understandings o f what constitutes reality. It challenges not 
only traditional dualistic Western assumptions about the separation between the 
material and the non-material worlds as referred to above but also assumptions about 
the separation between life and death (Howarth, 2007; Rosenblatt, 1997) and 
consequently assumptions about the nature o f bereavement and grief processes. While
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it has recently become more accepted in Western approaches to bereavement that 
presence-sensing experiences can be normative expressions of a “continuing bond” 
with the deceased (Stroebe & Schut, 2005), these experiences are usually classified as 
intra-psychic subjective phenomena that should disappear as grief diminishes (e.g. 
Field, 2006). Such a view is in line with the modernist twentieth century idea that the 
goal of bereavement is to sever ties with the deceased rather than, as Freud (1917) put 
it, “turning away from reality” and “clinging to the object through the medium of a 
hallucinatory wishful psychosis” (p. 253). This stance, which is sometimes referred to 
as “the breaking bonds hypothesis” (Stroebe, Gergen, Gergen, & Stroebe, 1996), 
involves not only a devaluation of presence-sensing as being in opposition to what is 
considered real but also a framing of such experiences as unhealthy and pathological. 
A perceived continued spiritual connection with the deceased tends to be explained 
here psychoanalytically as a form of “denial” or ethologically as “searching 
behaviour”, a temporary disruption of healthy functioning that needs to be overcome 
either spontaneously or with the help of grief therapy (e.g. Bowlby, 1998; Kiibler- 
Ross & Kessler, 2005; Lindemann, 1944; Parkes, 1970, 1998; Worden, 2001).
It would appear that the “continuing bonds” paradigm takes a very different 
position. In the seminal work Continuing bonds: New understandings o f  grief (Klass 
et ah, 1996), which is often described as marking a major shift in bereavement 
research (e.g. Field, 2006; Stroebe & Schut, 2005), this “breaking bonds” paradigm 
was heavily criticised for pathologising ongoing attachments with the deceased. The 
dominant model’s modernist assumption that the individual is a separate and static 
entity was juxtaposed with perspectives from other cultures in which relationships 
with the dead are commonly maintained. A new model was proposed in which a 
continued connection with the deceased can be regarded as normal and healthy in 
Western contexts as well (e.g. Normand, Silverman, & Nickman, 1996; Silverman & 
Klass, 1996; Silverman & Nickman, 1996; Tyson-Rawson, 1996). It would seem that 
spiritual conceptualisations of presence-sensing may accord with this stance.
One of the major contributions of this new paradigm of bereavement scholarship 
has been the inclusion of a socio-cultural perspective and the questions it raises. 
Sociologist Walter (1999, p. 205) has poignantly summarized some of these concerns: 
“Bereaved people are positioned between the living and the dead -  how do they
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manage to relate to the dead in a rational secular society that has no place for the 
dead?”
A socio-cultural perspective
Examining the “continuing bonds” paradigm with the present investigation in mind, a 
spiritual conceptualisation of sense of presence experiences would not only seem 
compatible with the perspective’s basic principles but could also be seen to have 
informed the perspective’s original concerns, as it was research that focused on 
religious grief practices in other cultures that gave rise to its conception. An early and 
oft-quoted example is a study by Yamamoto, Okonogi, Iwasaki and Yoshimura (1969) 
in which Japanese widows’ ongoing relationships with the deceased (which included 
sense of presence experiences for 18 out o f 20 participants) were shown to be part of 
normal grief processes and could be conceptualised within a religious framework 
derived from Shintoism and Buddhism. It was noted that six o f the widows had no 
religious affiliation but that four of those nevertheless adhered to religious practices 
such as keeping an altar for the deceased. It was found furthermore that these widows 
more frequently sensed the presence of the deceased, had reduced levels of 
depression, anxiety and apathy, had fewer difficulties accepting the loss and blamed 
others less.
The point made by the authors was that presence-sensing and other forms of 
maintaining ties with the deceased are culturally encouraged in Japan and appear not 
to pose dilemmas for the bereaved in terms of whether the presence is “real” or not; 
thus none of the widows was concerned about her sanity, in contrast to many o f the 
British widows surveyed by Rees (2001). One might surmise that the lack of a 
sanctioning religious community for non-affiliated but practising Japanese widows 
was possibly compensated for by a cultural sanctioning on the part of the wider 
community. However, it could be argued that the cultural sanctioning referred to in 
the study by Yamamoto et al. (1969) was still based on religious principles rather than 
on secular ones such as tolerance or respect for individual choices. This would 
indicate that the outwardly non-religious widows, who were shown to benefit from 
sense of presence experiences, nevertheless conceptualised the phenomena along
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spiritual lines and that this may have contributed to the adaptive value o f the 
experience. Other cross-cultural studies have similarly demonstrated the adaptive 
value of sense o f presence experiences that could be conceptualised within accepted 
spiritual or religious frameworks (Chan et ah, 2005; Doran & Downing Hansen, 2006; 
Goss & Klass, 2005; Lalande & Bonanno, 2006).
The relevance o f the conceptual framework also points to a political dimension 
o f continuing bonds. For example, Klass and Goss (1999) have pointed out that 
Japanese relationships with the dead are continuous with Japanese values such as 
inter-dependence and connectedness that encompass family bonds, the wider 
community as well as the whole nation, whereas interactions with the dead in the 
West bring a discontinuity between lived experience and dominant values such as 
“competition, selfishness, and authoritarianism, that is, the values in the public sphere 
of consumer capitalism” (p. 563) to the fore. An interpretation o f sense o f presence 
along the lines o f the continuing bonds perspective may therefore not only challenge 
basic assumptions about the nature of reality, life and death; it can also be seen to 
contain a politically subversive message.
The potential subversiveness o f sense o f presence experiences as continuing 
bonds expressions in a Western Christian context also extends to the religious realm 
itself, as direct spiritual experiences by ordinary individuals without the mediation of 
priests have been viewed as challenging the authority o f the Church (Fenn, 2001). 
Additionally, bonds with the ordinary dead have been generally discouraged, although 
asymmetrical relationships, for example interactions with saints, are encouraged in 
certain confessions, as for example in Catholicism. However, in the Protestant 
majority of the English-speaking Christian world, no other spiritual bonds apart from 
the bond with God/Christ tend to be regarded as permissible (Klass & Goss, 1999).
To summarise, the continuing bonds paradigm is rooted in non-Westem 
practices o f interacting with the dead which can be conceptualised within accepted 
religious frameworks. In the West such expressions o f a continued relationship with 
the dead are more likely to challenge core assumptions and values o f secular as well 
as religious institutions. However, as posited above, the meaningful integration o f 
such experiences may require the availability o f relevant and socially sanctioned 
conceptual frameworks. Due to the increased “privatization o f g rief’ (Walter, 1999) 
bereavement counselling and therapy have taken on the role o f the main validating
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agency. This lends particular authority to the perspectives that practitioners adopt vis- 
à-vis continuing relationships with the dead and their expressions such as presence- 
sensing.
My engagement with this topic has partly been informed by the recent death o f  a close 
fr iend’s son. My friend, who is a Christian with a strong faith, appeared to me as not 
receiving the social sanctioning from  her religious community that she so needed in 
her yearning fo r  some confirmation o f  her son’s safety. Ifound myselffeeling irritated 
with her faith community and fe lt the urge to provide her with writings that took a 
different position. However, realising how important this community is to her, I  
learned to “bracket ” my own perspective and simply be as much a companion to her 
as I  could be, which was ultimately more supportive. I  think this experience helped me 
not to get carried away by a kind o f  “missionary zea l” that immersion in a topic can 
sometimes bring with it, both within and outside o f  the text.
Continuing bonds and adaptiveness research
If the delivery of bereavement counselling and therapy is informed by current 
clinically-orientated theoretical and empirical approaches to continuing bonds, it may 
be less likely that spiritual conceptualisations of sense of presence experiences are 
validated. This is because the underlying assumptions of some contemporary 
dominant approaches to bereavement do not differ significantly from those that have 
promoted the relinquishing of bonds throughout the twentieth century. From an 
attachment theory perspective, sense of presence experiences are, for example, seen to 
fulfil a transitional secure base function during the development from a sense of 
physical proximity to a sense of psychological proximity to the lost attachment figure 
(Field et al., 2005). According to Field (2006) however, such experiences should be 
viewed as either “memory-like” and adaptive or “hallucinatory or dissociative” and 
pathological, especially when they occur more than one year post-loss, as they may 
then signify “unresolved grief’.
The emphasis of positivist-empiricist approaches to bereavement research tends 
to be on drawing clear distinctions between “healthy” and “pathological” grief
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responses and on establishing whether continuing bonds have a positive effect on 
adaptation to bereavement (e.g. Field, 2006; Field, Gal-Oz, & Bonanno, 2003; Fraley 
& Shaver, 1999; Reisman, 2001; Stroebe, Schut, & Stroebe, 2005). So far, systematic 
investigations of the adaptiveness of continuing bonds have, however, produced 
inconclusive results. Field, Nichols, Holen, & Horowitz (1999) found, for example, 
that presence-sensing was associated neither with greater nor with less distress, a 
finding confirmed elsewhere (Epstein, Kalusz, & Berger, 2006). Such research 
endeavours are much in contrast to the original concerns o f the continuing bonds 
paradigm, as Klass (2006) has observed. Searching for causal relationships between 
continuing bonds and adaptation as measured by distress levels, Klass contends, does 
not capture the complexity o f the “web of bonds and connections” that characterises 
the adjustment dynamic. Instead, problematic associations between continuing bonds 
and adjustment could perhaps better be seen as disconnections between inner and 
social realities and the wider narratives or conceptual frameworks that are drawn 
upon. Bereavement research has more recently started to investigate the significance 
o f finding ways o f meaningfully conceptualising the death o f a loved one and its 
implications. In the following section, attention is turned to how spiritual 
conceptualisations of sense of presence experiences can be related to this “meaning- 
making” perspective.
Meaning-making
It has been shown so far that sense of presence experiences as expressions o f the 
continuing relationship with the deceased can be conceptualised as spiritual 
phenomena but that their meaningful integration requires the availability of 
appropriate and socially accepted conceptual frameworks. A “meaning-making” 
framework may supplement the continuing bonds perspective for a more complete 
theoretical grounding o f conceptualising presence-sensing as a spiritual experience in 
bereavement. The importance o f meaning-making processes in bereavement has been 
emphasised by recent research (Chan et al., 2005; Neimeyer, 2001a; Whiting & 
Bradley, 2007). However, sense of presence phenomena are rarely mentioned in this 
perspective, either in terms o f how meaning-making is required for their conceptual
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integration, or in terms o f the role they may play for finding meaning in the aftermath 
o f the death of a loved one. One exception is a study by Neimeyer et al. (2006). 
Following on from the adaptiveness research cited above, it was found that high 
scores on a continuing bonds scale were associated with higher distress, but only for 
those who could not “make sense o f the loss in personal, practical, existential, or 
spiritual terms” (p. 733). The processes involved in making sense o f the loss and the 
ways continuing bonds -  and therefore presence-sensing phenomena -  are 
experienced therefore seem to be interrelated, and finding meaning may be even more 
significant for those who experience such phenomena.
The search for meaning
The search for meaning has been called the primary human motivation (Frankl, 1959). 
The word “meaning” can refer to the sense that can be made o f something but also to 
the value or purpose something may have, and it is often referred to in contexts that 
carry existential significance. Bereavement has been called a major life crisis that can 
challenge a person’s fundamental assumptions about existence (Balk, 1999), cause 
“existential trauma” (Benore & Park, 2004) and shatter the “assumptive world” o f the 
bereaved person with regard to fundamental beliefs about the benevolence and 
meaningfulness of the world and his or her sense o f self-worth (Janoff-Bulman, 1992). 
If the trauma or loss cannot be integrated into the existing worldview, a cognitive 
dissonance is thought to arise which leads to a search for meaning (Stroebe & Schut, 
2001). The occurrence o f presence-sensing in bereavement, although potentially 
comforting, may equally cause such a dissonance and require engagement in the 
search for meaning. The meaning-making processes in this search are believed to be 
two-fold, sometimes described as “sense-making” and “benefit-finding” (Davis, 
Nolen-Hoeksema, & Larson, 1998). “Sense-making” refers to finding an explanation 
for the loss that is consistent with the bereaved person’s existing worldview, whereas 
"benefit-finding" refers to deriving some positive gain from the loss.
There is some evidence that religious and spiritual beliefs can aid these 
processes. For example, Davis et al. (1998) found that having religious beliefs prior to 
the loss helped with sense-making early on, and early sense-making was associated
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with better adjustment. The positive role religion can play in bereavement has been 
observed elsewhere (e.g. Benore & Park, 2004; Cadell, 2007; Golsworthy & Coyle, 
1999; Marrone, 1999; McIntosh, Silver, & Wortman, 1993), and a recent systematic 
review of the potential influence of religious and spiritual beliefs in bereavement 
found that 94% of the included studies stated some positive effects. However, this 
finding was regarded as inconclusive due to the substantial heterogeneity of the study 
designs (Becker et al., 2007).
A possible link between sense of presence experiences and spiritual meaning 
making has been shown by Benore and Park (2004), who regard the belief in a 
continued attachment with the deceased as a “death-specific religious belief’ that can 
have a positive function in the meaning-making and coping processes following loss; 
for example, by influencing the appraisal of death and facilitating adjustment as well 
as promoting personal growth by, for instance, reducing the fear of death.
Post-traumatic growth
It is increasingly acknowledged in the literature that meaning-making in bereavement 
can also lead to profound changes -  or “post-traumatic growth” -  in the bereaved 
person’s sense of self, relationships and spiritual or existential belief system (Tedeschi 
& Calhoun, 2006). Positive changes such as increased strength, empathy and 
connectedness with others, increased compassion (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2001), 
“enhanced personal resources” (Schaefer & Moos, 2001), enhanced “existential 
awareness” (Yalom, Lieberman, & Morton, 1991) and “spiritual change” (Balk, 1999) 
have been reported. In fact, it has been observed that bereavement research is moving 
towards a growth-oriented paradigm (Rothaupt & Belker, 2007). However, while prior 
religious beliefs may aid early sense-making, they have not been found to influence 
later benefit-finding (Davis et ah, 1998). Instead, post-traumatic growth is thought to 
be the result of a crisis of meaning that involves a painful struggle (Balk, 1999; 
Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2001). According to Tedeschi and Calhoun (2006), such a crisis 
can involve a serious challenge to existing religious beliefs, especially when the death 
of the loved one was untimely or violent, setting in motion a process of questioning 
and doubting, in which faith can be lost, regained and transformed. This often occurs
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by a process o f oscillation, along the lines of Stroebe and Schut’s (1999) dual-process 
model o f grief, in which people are seen to oscillate between a loss and a restoration 
orientation when adjusting to bereavement.
Sense o f presence experiences may play a powerful role in this process. Apart 
from the potentially positive implications o f enabling the continuing relationship with 
the deceased, these phenomena could expand the experiential horizon for the 
bereaved, allow for the creation of spiritual meaning and facilitate a new spiritually- 
informed sense o f identity. Such spiritual changes were, for example, reported by 
Richards and colleagues (Richards, 2001; Richards et al., 1999), whose longitudinal 
mixed methods study into the spiritual beliefs, experiences and practices o f bereaved 
partners o f men with AIDS in San Francisco found that 3-4 years post-bereavement, 
22% still experienced a sense o f presence, and for 77% spirituality had deepened over 
the course o f time. It was concluded that spirituality had declined as a means of 
coping and instead become “a source of personal purpose, direction, and meaning” 
(Richards, 2001, p. 183). Similar findings were obtained by Cadell (2007) in a 
Canadian qualitative study o f AIDS-related bereavement, although here it was noted 
that distress levels remained particularly high for those reporting the greatest growth. 
This observation concurs with Calhoun and Tedeschi’s (2001) point that it is not the 
loss but rather the struggle with the loss and the ensuing search for meaning that can 
lead to post-traumatic growth.
Such post-traumatic spiritual growth may, however, be largely dependent on a 
supportive socio-cultural context. According to Tedeschi and Calhoun (2006), it is 
vitally important that the challenged or shattered belief system can be openly explored 
and that others are willing to listen and discuss religious and spiritual issues. 
Receiving social support has been found to be connected with the experience of 
spiritual support (Cadell, 2007; Golsworthy and Coyle, 1999), which would indicate 
that spiritual growth may not simply be the result o f a painful intra-psychic existential 
struggle but also a product o f a socially mediated and interactive narrative exploration 
o f meaning. This “narrative” dimension o f meaning-making has been particularly 
emphasised by the “meaning reconstruction” perspective.
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My normal inclination would have been for the meaning-making section to culminate 
in “post-traumatic growth”, as I  have experienced growth following some “dark night 
o f the soul” myself I  would have liked to end on such a positive note. However, while 
writing this review I  talked through a very traumatic experience o f my life in another 
connection, and as part o f this renewed sense-making I  was faced not only with the 
open-ended nature o f the meaning-making process but also with the significance that 
the social environment has played in this process. I  realised how the trauma could 
more completely be made sense o f by focusing on the relationships and the general 
social context in which it occurred, and that the talking-through was also a social 
process in which the person I  talked with influenced the new sense I  gained. This 
realisation as well as wanting to demonstrate what role bereavement counselling and 
therapy might play in this process led me to place the meaning reconstruction section 
last instead.
Meaning reconstruction
Making sense o f one’s life can be likened to the construction of a narrative. A 
traumatic event like the loss of a loved one — or, indeed, having unusual experiences 
such as presence-sensing -  can challenge the coherence o f the narrative and thus 
threaten the sense o f identity, requiring a reconstructive effort to assimilate the event 
into the “self-narrative” (Neimeyer, 2001b; Neimeyer et al., 2006). Integrating 
different approaches to meaning-making in bereavement from a constructivist 
perspective, Neimeyer’s model o f “meaning reconstruction” (Gillies & Neimeyer, 
2006; Neimeyer, 2006) offers a useful framework for conceptualising how outdated 
pre-loss meaning structures are replaced with new structures through a process o f 
sense-making, benefit-finding and identity change fuelled by increased distress due to 
dissonances within the narrative. This model as depicted by Gillies and Neimeyer 
(2006, p. 55) is, however, essentially intra-psychic, mapping out a cognitive 
mechanism in which the death is the only external impacting event and the bereaved 
person’s web o f relationships, specifically the continuing bond with the deceased and 
“events” such as sense of presence experiences, are not taken into account.
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In contrast to these newer versions of the model, Neimeyer (2001b) had 
previously stressed the significance of socio-cultural considerations both in terms of 
the relational dimension of renegotiating meanings in interaction with others and the 
necessity to draw on “a discursive framework of pre-established meanings that 
provides a socially sanctioned system for symbolizing events” (p. 264). The 
interactive and relational nature of the reconstruction process has been particularly 
espoused by Walter (1996, 1999). Walter emphasised the need to construct a 
biography of the deceased through talk, thereby integrating the dead into the ongoing 
lives of the living, a process that is especially significant in a postmodern society in 
which, due to the detachment from tradition and kin, “[rjitual is replaced by 
discourse” (1996, p. 15). Klass and Walter (2001) have observed that social and 
geographical structures may hinder or prevent this process, as talking about and with 
the dead is discouraged, so that the bond with the dead can often only continue 
internally.
Engagement in shared meaning reconstruction processes may be additionally 
difficult for the person experiencing sense of presence phenomena. As mentioned 
above, there is a well-documented reluctance among experients to talk about presence- 
sensing for fear of being ridiculed or thought insane (e.g. Datson & Marwit, 1997; 
Parker, 2005; Rees, 2001). This fear is particularly prevalent among people with 
higher educational levels (Klugman, 2006), which can be connected to a cultural taboo 
regarding experiences or beliefs that may oppose “cherished and successful scientific 
paradigms” (Hay & Heald, 1987, p. 220). Besides, as suggested in connection with the 
subversiveness of sensing phenomena, spiritual conceptualisations represent “a 
critique not only of rationalism, but also of religion” (Walter, 2002, p. 135), so that 
not only non-religious but also religious experients may be faced with a dilemma 
when trying to conceptualise the experience. To capture these socio-cultural aspects of 
meaning-making in relation to sense of presence experiences better, the meaning 
reconstruction model may need to be more explicitly extended.
I l l
It strikes me how both the content and the process o f my training as a counselling 
psychologist have impacted on my reading o f psychological theories. As an 
undergraduate, I  was more interested in personal than in social constructions o f 
reality, partly perhaps because I  felt at odds with many o f the social domains in my 
own life and needed to “construct” myself as different and disconnected. Feeling 
more comfortable with the social identities available to me now and having 
experienced how (therapeutic) relationships are co-constructed within a social and 
historical context, theories that focus mainly on the intra-psychic dimension o f human 
experiencing -  as the meaning reconstruction model -  appear somewhat lacking to 
me, as I  do not think any longer that the inner can be divorced from the outer.
Implications for bereavement counselling and therapy
Bereavement counselling and therapy -  sometimes the only places in which the 
bereaved can engage in the process o f narrative meaning reconstruction with another 
person -  potentially hold a key position in the meaning-making process. With the 
emphasis often still on disengagement, the meaningful integration o f sense o f presence 
experiences may not be encouraged, particularly as spiritual care has not been 
regarded as a part o f bereavement care (Walter, 1999). A recent qualitative 
investigation into the counselling experiences o f bereaved clients who had sensed the 
presence o f the deceased (Taylor, 2005) found that eight o f the ten participants were 
dissatisfied with the responses they received and reported feeling “unaccepted, 
abnormal, not understood, unable to connect to counsellors, and that they had received 
no empathy” (p. 60). The study concluded that both generic and specialist counsellors 
appeared ignorant o f research into the normality o f such experiences and that training 
needed to address this lack of knowledge. This observation accords with Walter’s 
(1999) contention that much research knowledge never reaches those it is ultimately 
intended for and that grieving tends to be regulated via “clinical lore” (Wortman & 
Silver, 1989), the “received wisdom that informs the work o f more or less trained 
practitioners who work in either a paid or a voluntary capacity with bereaved people” 
(Walter, 1999, pp. 154-155). Interestingly, a look through the most recent training 
materials o f Cruse, the UK’s biggest bereavement care organisation, reveals that while
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early training sessions focus extensively on arguably outdated models of grief 
(Neimeyer, 2000) in the “breaking-bonds” paradigm such as stages, phases and tasks 
of grief, a handout distributed only towards the end of training includes under the 
heading “some more models of grief’ brief references to continuing bonds and 
meaning reconstruction (Cruse Bereavement Care, 2007). It seems unlikely that much 
training time is spent on how to respond to sense of presence experiences, how to help 
the client integrate the experience into their meaning structures and how to work with 
the spiritual and religious implications this may involve.
It must be conceded, though, that being in such a potentially central position for 
the processes outlined above may place considerable pressure on bereavement 
counsellors and therapists, and practitioners who wish to draw on research for relevant 
guidance may feel frustrated in the light of the conflicting conceptualisations of 
presence-sensing provided by different perspectives. There is little if any evidence 
from systematic research that is directly transferable into practice contexts. Research 
into the effectiveness of bereavement counselling or grief therapy tends to be 
concerned with the general efficacy of treatments for reducing distress (e.g. Boelen, 
Van den Rout, & Van den Bout, 2006; Jacobs & Prigerson, 2000; Schut, Stroebe, Van 
den Bout, & Terheggen, 2001). Reduction of overt distress symptoms may not be 
what bereavement counselling and therapy is about in the majority of cases, and, 
according to Neimeyer (2006), even in the case of the category of “complicated g rief’ 
within the planned fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM; currently in its fourth edition, American Psychiatric Association), an 
approach that takes socio-cultural dimensions into account and that leaves room for 
post-traumatic growth may be most readily justified in the light of findings that have 
highlighted the negative predictive value of a lack of sense-making (Currier, Holland, 
& Neimeyer, 2006; Davis et ah, 1998; Neimeyer et al., 2006). However, practice- 
relevant writings in this perspective focus more generally on narrative strategies for 
exploring the loss and tend not to refer explicitly to sensing phenomena or to 
spirituality (e.g. Neimeyer, 2001b).
More relevant practice guidance is given by Tedeschi and Calhoun (2006). They 
suggest that for people with a non-spiritual or non-religious world view, this 
experience can be the catalyst for a reconsideration of their perspectives, possibly 
leading to a spiritual transformation. Clinicians should be open to and show respect
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for pre-existing spiritual and religious frameworks, which does not mean that 
potentially unethical or destructive aspects of such pre-existing frameworks should go 
unchallenged, but practitioners need to be knowledgeable about different spiritual and 
religious orientations and be prepared to reflect on their own belief systems. Much of 
this advice is commonly given in connection with integrating spirituality into therapy, 
but a detailed examination of the more generic literature is beyond the scope of this 
paper and the reader is referred to appropriate texts for further information (e.g. 
Miller, 1999; Richards & Bergin, 1997; Rowan, 2005; Schreurs, 2002; Sperry & 
Shafranske, 2005; Suarez, 2005). In spite of the greater availability of such literature, 
there is, however, still a lack of model-specific or bereavement-specific guidance, 
which may constrain therapeutic practice (Golsworthy & Coyle, 2001).
In addition to the above considerations, what makes presence-sensing in 
bereavement potentially more challenging to practitioners than many other issues 
around spirituality and faith is its “transliminal” nature, a term coined by Thalboume 
(as cited in Claridge, 2001) to describe the crossing of the threshold between ordinary 
and out-of-the-ordinary experience as in some creative, spiritual, mystical and 
psychotic experiences. Researchers have begun to explore the connections and 
boundaries between spirituality and psychosis in a more open-minded and less 
stigmatising way (see Clarke, 2001a) and new ways of working therapeutically with 
this threshold are being developed (Clarke, 2008). It is suggested here that a greater 
awareness of the complexities involved in extraordinary experiences and a greater 
knowledge of the therapeutic possibilities for working with them not only expands the 
range of available skills but also increases practitioners’ confidence when confronted 
with such experiences. This is not to say that sense of presence experiences are 
essentially “psychotic” or necessarily related to them, but the heritage of Freud’s 
“hallucinatory psychosis” label and the possible anxieties triggered when 
encountering the unusual in the consulting room may currently still inhibit a more 
open and sensitively discerning exploration of such experiences.
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Implications for research
The majority of the studies on sense o f presence experiences presented above 
employed quantitative designs using structured interviews, questionnaires and a 
variety o f scales. Although such methods may provide some idea of the incidence and 
certain correlates o f presence-sensing, they may not be appropriate for gaining insight 
into the phenomenology o f presence-sensing, the related meaning-making processes 
and the complexity o f the contexts within which these processes are embedded. Such 
concerns may be better addressed by qualitative methodologies with their emphasis on 
participants’ lifeworlds and sense-making (Smith, 2003) and contextualised 
understandings (Coyle, 2007). Some o f the studies cited above, which used qualitative 
data, were able to give a better impression o f these under-researched aspects (e.g. 
Bennett & Bennett, 2000; Conant, 1996; Sormanti & August, 1997; Taylor, 2005). 
However, not much information on analytic procedures was supplied. More 
methodologically transparent qualitative studies used methods such as grounded 
theory (Cadell, 2007; Tyson-Rawson, 1996), interpretative phenomenological analysis 
(Golsworthy & Coyle, 1999) and ethnography (Doran & Downing-Hansen, 2006). 
However, sense o f presence was not the main focus here. There is thus an absence o f 
transparent and rigorously-conducted qualitative research focusing primarily on sense 
o f presence experiences and the related meaning-making processes.
Research focusing on the experience itself, however, poses epistemological 
problems. Due to the nonmaterial, transcendent or spiritual nature o f presence- 
sensing, verbal accounts may be insufficient to capture the “essence” o f the 
experience. It might therefore be more promising to probe such a phenomenon with 
the help o f non-linguistic data collection methods such as the use o f drawings, 
paintings and other visual data (see Coyle, 2008, for a detailed analysis o f the 
problem). Another way o f moving from pre-symbolic content to symbolic expression 
-  or from the implicational to the prepositional level o f meaning (Clarke, 2001b; 
Teasdale & Barnard, 1993) — could be the use o f “focusing” during the research 
interview, an explorative technique developed by Gendlin (1978, 1996) for use in 
experiential psychotherapy. Brand and Anderson (1998) have presented a variety o f 
additional ways for exploring “sensitive, exceptional, and sacred” (p. 4) experiences, 
e.g. intuitive inquiry or transpersonal awareness. Extending the range o f methods here
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may be both necessary and worthwhile in order for these difficult-to-capture 
experiences to be approached in potentially more fruitful ways.
Conclusion
The experience o f sensing the presence o f the deceased is a frequent and normal 
occurrence in bereavement and can be conceptualised as a spiritual phenomenon that 
arises within a continuing bond with the deceased. To integrate the experience 
meaningfully and derive benefit or post-traumatic growth from it, socially sanctioned 
conceptual frameworks mediated within a validating social context need to be 
accessible. However, presence-sensing challenges not only the individualistic and 
rationalistic climate o f contemporary secular Western culture but also many religious 
understandings regarding relationships beyond death. As a result, the scope for 
narrative exploration o f such experiences with others may be severely constrained, 
and bereavement counselling and therapy may often be the only places where the 
necessary meaning-making processes can be engaged in. Bereavement counsellors and 
therapists, who are still mostly trained to encourage disengagement from the deceased, 
may find it difficult to support conceptualisations that include spiritual 
understandings. Bereavement research could helpfully elucidate the spiritual quality 
and meanings o f presence-sensing by using more innovative methods. Meaning- 
making frameworks may need to be extended to incorporate socio-cultural dimensions 
more explicitly, and practice guidelines for a fuller utilisation o f the experience’s 
potential may need to be developed. However, counselling and therapy are also 
embedded in the wider culture and cannot completely compensate for the limitations 
o f that culture. Bereavement scholarship could therefore also make a useful 
contribution to the debate at a societal level by making these understandings more 
widely available.
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Literature searches
As my initial search strategy, I conducted electronic searches with the help of 
PsycINFO. I used the main keywords pertaining to the research topic alone as well as 
in combination: sense o f presence, bereavement, spirituality, continuing bonds and 
meaning reconstruction. Print-outs o f the three most fruitful searches are attached. The 
greatest number o f relevant publications was found with the combination of 
“continuing bonds and bereavement” and “spirituality and bereavement”. Although 
“sense o f presence and bereavement” only yielded a small number o f publications, 
these proved very useful, as they then allowed me to follow up my initial electronic 
search strategy with a manual search strategy. This involved tracing previous 
publications on sense o f presence in the reference sections o f the publications found 
electronically, and by means o f a snowballing strategy finding further references to 
this phenomenon in other reference sections. By determining overlaps among a large 
range o f peer-reviewed publications on this subject, I could arrive with some 
confidence at a comprehensive list of the literature on this topic.
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Sense of presence experiences 
and their role in meaning-making processes following bereavement:
A thematic analysis
The present study aimed to explore the potential role that the frequently 
reported experience o f ‘sensing the presence o f the deceased’ might play 
in meaning-making processes in bereavement. Semi-structured interviews 
were conducted with twelve participants who reported having had such an 
experience and the transcripts were subjected to thematic analysis. Seven 
overarching themes were identified, three o f which were considered key: 
finding benefit in the continuation o f the deceased’, ’finding benefit in the 
continued relationship ’ and finding meaning through existential, spiritual 
and religious sense-making’. While participants found many benefits in 
what they experienced, finding meaning beyond immediate coping 
concerns seemed to require the availability o f spiritual/religious 
frameworks that could be adopted or, i f  already available but discrepant, 
could meaningfully accommodate the experience.
K eyw ord s: b ereavem en t; con tin u in g  bonds; m ean in g-m ak in g; post-trau m atic  
grow th; se n se  o f  presen ce; sp iritu ality
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Introduction
Bereavement has been described as a major life crisis with potentially severe effects 
on the survivor’s physical and psychological well-being (Lindemann, 1944; Parkes, 
1970, 1996). For much o f the 20th century, Western approaches to bereavement have 
emphasised emotional disengagement from the deceased and the ‘working-through’ of  
grief (Freud, 1917; Worden, 2001). Following increasing challenges to this ‘grief 
work’ paradigm (e.g. Stroebe & Schut, 1999; Wortman & Silver, 1989), a new strand 
of bereavement research has started to identify positive effects o f bereavement under 
the categories o f coping (Folkman, 2001; Schaefer & Moos, 2001) and post-traumatic 
growth (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2006).
Linking bereavement research with research into post-traumatic cognitive 
processes has drawn attention to the significance o f post-bereavement ‘meaning- 
making’. According to Janoff-Bulman (1992), major trauma can shatter people’s 
‘assumptive world’ with regard to core beliefs about the benevolence and 
meaningfulness o f the world and one’s self-worth. Such ‘existential trauma’ (Benore 
& Park, 2004) can lead to a ‘search for meaning’ (Frankl, 1959; Landsman, 2002), 
with the goal of integrating the loss into their assumptive worldview or ‘self-narrative’ 
(Neimeyer, 2001) through meaning reconstruction processes such as sense-making, 
benefit-finding and identity change (Neimeyer, 2006).
Religious and spiritual beliefs can aid these processes (Davis, Nolen-Hoeksema, 
& Larson, 1998), and the potentially positive role o f religion in bereavement has been 
observed (e.g. Becker et al., 2007; Cadell, 2007; Golsworthy & Coyle, 1999; 
Wortman & Park, 2008). However, a major loss can also challenge existing religious 
beliefs or lead to a (re-)discovery o f faith and spiritual change (Balk, 1999; Doka, 
2002). Spiritual experiences in bereavement may play a significant role here. Benore 
and Park (2004) suggest, for example, that the frequently reported experience of 
sensing the presence of the deceased can have a facilitative function in post-loss 
meaning-making, as the belief in a continued attachment with the deceased may 
constitute a ‘death-specific religious belief, influencing the survivor’s appraisal o f the 
loss and death in general. It is these sense-of-presence experiences that constitute the 
focus o f this research.
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Sense-of-presence experiences can be defined as the nonmaterial quasi-sensory 
subjective but (experienced as) veridical ‘feeling of presence’ of the deceased 
(Bennett & Bennett, 2000; Datson & Marwit, 1997; Grimby, 1998). Although 
presence-sensing is generally perceived positively (Kalish & Reynolds, 1973; 
Sormanti & August, 1997), there is a well-documented reluctance among Westerners 
to disclose its occurrence for fear of ridicule (Rees, 2001), having it ‘explained away’ 
(Parker, 2005) or being thought of as ‘mad or stupid’ (Hay & Heald, 1987).
In the bereavement literature, sense-of-presence experiences have often been 
pathologised as ‘hallucinations’ or ‘illusions’ resulting from denial or ‘searching 
behaviour’ (e.g. Bowlby, 1998; Field, 2008; Parkes, 1970, 1998; Worden, 2001). 
However, building on cross-cultural findings (e.g. Yamamoto, Okonogi, Iwasaki & 
Yoshimura, 1969), the ‘continuing bonds’ perspective (Klass, Silverman, & Nickman, 
1996) has shown that such experiences are normal events within the ongoing 
relationship with the deceased and can be conceptualised within spiritual and religious 
frameworks. This may be more difficult in a Western context, challenging traditional 
assumptions about the duality of the material and non-material worlds (Bennett & 
Bennett, 2000) and life and death (Rosenblatt, 1997). Additionally, they challenge 
many religious understandings regarding the possibility of post-death interaction 
(Klass & Goss, 1999; Walter, 2002).'
In a literature review of which the researcher was the first author, it was 
proposed that socially sanctioned conceptual frameworks need to be available for the 
meaningful integration of these experiences and possible occurrence of post-traumatic 
growth (Steffen & Coyle, 2010). Due to the ‘privatisation of grief (Walter, 1999), 
bereavement counselling and therapy are often the only places where meaning-making 
is engaged in. However, most bereavement counselling is still located within a 
‘breaking bonds’ paradigm (Stroebe, Gergen, Gergen, & Stroebe, 1996), with 
potentially negative effects, as demonstrated by Taylor (2005), who found that clients 
with sense-of-presence experiences often felt a lack of acceptance from counsellors. 
Much research into sense-of-presence experiences has been quantitative, using
1 This may be a surprising statement to readers unfamiliar with the wariness o f some religious groups 
and traditions about any ongoing contact with (or attempt to contact) those who have died, given the 
super-natural focus o f  religion and spirituality. Nevertheless, the borders between (attempted/perceived) 
contact with the dead and sorcery are blurred within some religious traditions.
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questionnaires and scales. To gain insight into the phenomenology of presence- 
sensing and into the related meaning-making processes, qualitative methodologies 
with their emphasis on participants’ lifeworlds and sense-making (Smith, 2003) may 
be better suited. While some qualitative research has addressed presence-sensing, 
none has focused specifically on its potential role in meaning-making.
The present study aims to build on previous research and the literature discussed 
above. It aims principally to explore what role(s), if any, sense-of-presence 
experiences might play in meaning-making processes following bereavement, taking 
(the lack of) available conceptual frameworks into account. More specifically, the 
study considers how sense-of-presence experiences are conceptualised and made 
sense of by those who report them and how, if  at all, sense-of-presence experiences 
are perceived to have affected their assumptive worldviews.
My initial motivation to study this research topic was not to understand my own 
experience o f sensing the presence o f the deceased better. Rather, the topic presented 
itself as a meeting point o f diverse interests such as death and dying, intimacy, 
spiritual experience, symbolism and critical psychopathology. However, I  gradually 
came to realise both the topic's relevance for myself and my own experience's 
relevance for the research. During the literature review phase o f the project, I  had 
downplayed the meaningfulness o f my own experience for myself but later I  found that 
this was probably understandable resistance on my part, as the conscious 
remembering and narrating which I  engaged in uncovered some painful material from 
my earlier life that had formed the context against which the sense-of-presence 
experience then attained its redemptive power for me.
Method
Participants
The study aimed to recruit participants from the general population and not 
specifically religious people to ensure openness to varieties o f meaning-making. 
Inclusion criteria were for participants to have had at least one ’sense o f presence’
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experience and to have been bereaved for at least 18 months to allow for some 
processing o f the loss to have occurred. Following approval o f the study by the 
University o f Surrey’s Faculty of Arts and Human Sciences Ethics Committee 
(Appendix 1), 38 local non-religious community groups were contacted and asked to 
forward information to potential participants (Appendix 2). The appropriateness of 
participating was assessed for each potential participant individually using a telephone 
screening procedure (Appendix 3). 12 participants were included.
The sample consisted o f ten female and two male participants, with a mean age 
of 49.5 years (range 30-80; SD = 15.8). Eight participants described themselves as 
‘White British’, three as ‘Other White’ and one as ‘White Irish’. Eight participants 
had been educated to degree and postgraduate degree level, two to diploma level and 
two held school certificates. As regards their religion and/or spirituality, seven 
participants identified themselves as Christian; five reported belonging to no religious 
body. Five participants rated religion and/or spirituality as ‘extremely’ important in 
their lives, five as ‘very’ important, one as ‘quite’ and one as ‘not at all’ important 
(see Appendix 4 for information on participants’ religion and/or spirituality).
Interview schedule and data collection procedure
Data were collected using semi-structured interviews (Smith, 1995) lasting between 
one and two hours. The interview schedule had been developed to address the research 
aims (Appendix 5). The questions posed were open-ended to allow participants to 
describe their experiences and what they meant to them as freely as possible while 
exploring a range o f potentially significant dimensions as suggested by relevant theory 
and research, e.g. how presence-sensing might impact on the survivors’ relationships 
with the deceased and others, their sense-making regarding the death, their belief 
systems and sense o f self. General questions were supported by prompts and probes to 
access deeper levels o f meaning. The interview schedule was, however, applied 
flexibly so that relevant unexpected avenues could be explored. Those reporting to 
have sensed more than one deceased person were asked to focus on either the most 
recent loss, the most significant person sensed or their most significant experience, 
whichever they regarded as personally most significant. However, there were
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op portunities to  ta lk  about other se n se -o f-p r ese n c e  exp er ien ces th e y  had  had. T h e  
sch ed u le  w a s  p ilo ted  b y  the researcher and h er su pervisor during tw o  in terv iew s  
con d u cted  w ith  each  other, and it w a s  d ec id ed  to  in clu d e th ese  in terv iew s in  th e study, 
as o n ly  m inor ch an ges w ere m ad e to  th e sch ed u le  thereafter, for ex a m p le  to  in form  
participants o f  the gen eral nature o f  so m e  o f  th e q u estion s to  put them  at ea se  i f  
q u estion s seem ed  d ifficu lt in itia lly .
Piloting the schedule by interviewing my supervisor and being interviewed by him in 
turn and the decision to include our data in the analysis added a novel dimension o f 
‘use o f se lf to the research. It is usually acknowledged that the researcher has a 
personal interest or ‘stake’ in the research, and the emphasis on reflexivity in 
qualitative research has arisen out o f a willingness to acknowledge the researcher’s 
‘agenda ’, almost as i f  to ‘come clean ’ about it (Gough, 2003). This still assumes that 
the researcher’s subjectivity may ‘contaminate’ the research and that it needs to be 
kept away from participants’ accounts which are seen as holding more claims to 
‘truth’. By becoming a co-participant, I  consciously traversed the traditional 
researcher-researched boundary. This meant acknowledging my subjectivity more 
openly and simultaneously subjecting it to the parameters o f a participant’s account. 
In this way, my ‘agenda ’ became perhaps less o f a phantom that could creep up on the 
research process, as it was now a transcribed piece o f narrative that had been shared 
with another and was open for scrutiny and checking.
Another, related, assumption often made is that the researcher has a clear 
unified position and might be so in the grip o f this that, unless it is known and 
‘bracketed’, openness towards other positions could be threatened. However, it 
seemed to me that my relationship to my own data is not different per se to my 
relationship with other people’s data. In fact, there may be some aspects within my 
own data that I  am more open to or less receptive to, and this kind o f variability may 
also occur in my treatment o f other people’s material. In fact, the subject-object 
divide is far from clear-cut. The ‘other ’ can stare me in the face in my own material 
and someone else’s data may strike more o f a chord with me than my own.
However, reflecting on the potential criticism that my personal agenda may 
have had an easier entrance via my own data possibly made me more alert to the 
whole notion o f the researcher’s impact on the research, and I  asked myself whether I
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was perhaps trying to impose my own hypotheses onto the eventual findings. 
Reflecting on this, I  realised that one hypothesis had been that sense-of-presence 
experiences might heal a belief system shattered through bereavement and loss. As my 
belief system had not actually been shattered by the death o f the person I  sensed, I  
was clearly not seeking to impose the meaning o f my own experience. However, I  had 
experienced a shattering o f my belief system during another traumatic life event and I  
was still in the process o f seeking healing. Was I  perhaps hoping that submerging my 
data in a data set all about finding meaning’ could ultimately be transformative to my 
own meaning system? Was I  using the research as a platform for self-analysis or self­
reconstruction? These were difficult and often uncomfortable questions that 
accompanied me throughout the project.
The interviews took place at the university or in participants’ homes. Two interviews 
were conducted by telephone on the participants’ request. Prior to the interviews, 
participants were given information outlining the study’s purpose and procedure 
(Appendix 6), asked to complete a brief background questionnaire (Appendix 7) and 
sign a consent form (Appendix 8). Time for debriefing was allowed following the 
interview and a list of support organisations was supplied (Appendix 9).
Participants were informed o f the interview’s potential to re-stimulate 
bereavement distress at the first contact and were given time to reconsider their 
preparedness to participate, and the availability o f appropriate support mechanisms 
was ascertained. Due to the researcher’s experience in counselling and psychotherapy, 
basic counselling skills could be drawn on during the interview to contain and 
minimise distress. The interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed. Identifying 
details were removed and pseudonyms were assigned (see Appendix 10 for a sample 
transcript).
I  was struck during the interviews how difficult it was to convey my complete 
acceptance o f the other’s experience. Each interview felt like going on a new journey 
which involved sharing some very personal stories, sharing intimate and precious 
moments, sharing pain, tears and laughter, and I  often felt very close to the other and 
connected. However, at the end o f the interview, participants would often say, ‘And 
now you ’re going to tell me, it’s all in my head! ’ This made me wonder whether I  had
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not been empathie enough but this seemed fairly unlikely. Rather, in my role as 
‘psychology’ trainee I  possibly represented a perspective that favoured reductive 
intra-psychic explanations, independent o f my behaviour. I  often wished I  could step 
out o f the psychologist’s role and ‘side’ with participants by ‘coming out’ as a co- 
experient but I  felt I  needed to maintain a certain neutrality to obtain ‘unbiased’ data, 
despite my understanding o f the co-constructed nature o f the research.
Analytic procedure
The interviews were transcribed orthographically and subjected to thematic analysis in 
accordance with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) guidelines. They define thematic analysis 
as ‘a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data’ (p. 
79). Thematic analysis (Boyatzis, 1998) can be viewed as a basic qualitative research 
method involving generic analytic procedures that cut across the divides between 
clearly-defined methodologies such as grounded theory or IPA. To counteract 
vagueness and inconsistency while retaining flexibility, Braun and Clarke (2006) have 
demarcated thematic analysis as a method in its own right and suggest that researchers 
take active, coherent and transparent decisions in terms o f pre-existing theory, 
epistemology and depth of analysis.
Specifically, on an epistemological continuum between the extremes of naïve 
realism and radical constructionism as outlined by Madill, Jordan and Shirley (2000), 
the present study positions itself near the middle, i.e. close to a contextual- 
constructionist stance. This stance posits that participants’ meanings are partially 
accessible through analysis although requiring interpretation and that the research 
process is co-constructed and embedded within a cultural and historical context. This 
study not only acknowledges that the researcher is necessarily impacted on by pre­
existing theoretical and personal understandings (Lyons, 2007), it seeks to actively 
and transparently employ relevant theory to deepen the analysis (Anfara & Mertz,
2006), albeit in the spirit of being informed rather than driven by theory (Coyle,
2007).
The analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase outline. Transcripts 
were read attentively and the entire data set was coded. Initial coding was data-driven,
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although some aspects o f the data lent themselves to a more functional analysis based 
on Wooffitt’s (1992) conversation analytic work on experiences of the ‘paranormal’. 
Codes were grouped meaningfully under initial themes and data extracts were collated 
accordingly. Overarching themes were developed and discussed in supervision, 
followed by repeated reviewing o f themes and sub-themes. A general description 
across cases was developed and key themes were then analysed in detail and at greater 
interpretative depth. Theoretical constructs describing meaning-making processes 
were incorporated only if  evidenced within the data.
Evaluation o f the study
As regards evaluation o f the study, criteria as suggested by Elliott et al. (1999) and 
Yardley (2000) can be employed. These include transparency, reflexivity, rigour and 
grounding in data, coherence, credibility, resonance, sensitivity to context, impact and 
importance. It is hoped that the findings may be useful for informing 
psychotherapeutic and counselling (psychology) practice with bereaved clients and for 
shaping the curricula o f relevant training programmes.
Analysis
Participants reported a variety o f sense-of-presence experiences (see Table 1). Some 
reported having had only one such experience, sometimes early in their bereavement, 
sometimes years after the loss. Some participants reported several such experiences 
and some reported ongoing and regular sensing experiences, even years after the loss.
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Table 1. Overview o f participants’ main reported sense-of-presence experiences
Participant Main
person
sensed
Main reported perceptual features of the 
sense-of-presence experience
Other
people
sensed
Antonia Son tingling, feeling the deceased is close by Husband
Father
Bridget Father hearing the voice of the deceased, feeling 
caressed
Sister
Catrin Husband feeling held Father
Elaine Grand­
mother
feeling her hair is stroked, feeling the 
deceased is in the room
Gillian Father seeing the hands of the deceased on her 
steering wheel
Mother
Harriet Grand­
mother
feeling the deceased is standing close by
Kathy Teacher/
mentor
tunnel of light dream at time of death, feeling 
the deceased is standing close by, hearing the 
voice of the deceased
Grand­
father
Nicholas Mother feeling the deceased is walking alongside, 
hearing the voice of the deceased
Robert Grand­
mother
feeling the deceased is around Grand­
father
Father
Shirley Father seeing the deceased stand by her bed
Tanya Grand­
father
smelling the tobacco of the deceased, feeling 
the deceased is in the back of the car
Yvonne Grand­
mother
seeing the deceased stand at the bottom of her 
bed
Overview of themes and sub-themes
Seven themes (and constituent sub-themes) were identified across the data set (see 
Table 2), although the data covered a broad range of aspects relating to bereavement 
and the focal experience and varied considerably across individuals, for example in 
terms of the form the reported experiences took and the context in which they 
occurred. Before focusing on some o f these themes in greater detail, an overview of 
all the themes and sub-themes is given below. When quoting participants, ellipsis 
points (...) indicate pauses in the flow of speech; empty square brackets indicate that 
material has been omitted for clarification.
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T ab le 2 . T h em es and su b -th em es
Themes Sub-themes
1. A feeling of near-physical presence
Tt wasn’t a physical thing. I didn’t feel 
anything physically. But I felt it so 
strongly. I felt him.’ (Catrin)
a) Near-sensory awareness
b) Intuitive knowing
c) A different kind of reality
d) The experience feels natural
2. Finding benefit in the continuation 
of the deceased
‘It’s wonderful. It’s a gift. Grateful. It 
feels wonderful, because um yeah, 
they’re still here.’ (Antonia)
a) The deceased is still the same
b) The deceased is not completely lost
c) Emotional benefits
d) Practical support
e) Locating as a spiritual resource
3. Finding benefit in the continued 
relationship
‘...it just felt quite intimate and connected 
really.’ (Kathy)
a) Confirmation of bond
b) Mutuality of the relationship
c) Affirmation of self in relationship
4. Finding meaning through 
existential, spiritual and religious 
sense-making
‘They kind of give me, I suppose, a faith 
that there is more than just this one life, 
you know...’ (Bridget)
a) Belief in life after death
b) Death as temporary separation
c) Existential sense-making
d) Spiritual and religious sense-making
e) Spiritual and religious growth
5. Negotiation of the conceptual 
status of the experience
‘I’m quite cynical about a whole lot of 
stuff like that, but the fact that that had 
happened and that I felt that and that I’ve 
sensed that [ ] I think, got to be 
something in that.’ (Elaine)
a) Conflict between experience and 
explanations
b) Acknowledgement and dismissal of 
alternative explanations
c) Personal experience as most 
convincing
d) Resolving the conflict
e) Acknowledging involvement of 
mind
6. Importance of realness
‘You know, it wasn’t like a shadow or 
anything. She was literally there at the 
bottom of my bed.’ (Yvonne)
a) Sense of reality
b) The experience as coming from 
outside
c) Trustworthiness of perceiver
d) Confirmation by others
e) Factual account
7. Lack of social acceptance
‘When you ask people, tell people and 
they say oddly, “No...”, you think “Oh 
God. Perhaps I was imagining it then.’” 
(Shirley)
a) Difficulty sharing the experience
b) Meeting with conflict
c) Social acceptance as exception
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The participants’ overwhelming sense o f having perceived the actual near-physical 
presence o f their deceased loved ones was central to all accounts. The first theme, ‘A 
feeling of near-physical presence’, describes the reported perceptual quality o f the 
experience: There is a sense that the deceased loved one is temporarily present in an 
almost physical form, perceived partly through near-sensory awareness and partly 
through an equally veridical intuitive knowing. While most participants felt they were 
somehow in touch with a different kind o f reality, many reported they experienced this 
as normal (the experience feels natural).
The feeling that the deceased loved one somehow continued to exist was 
associated with gains for the bereaved, as expressed in the theme ‘Finding benefit in 
the continuation of the deceased’. All participants noted the continuity between the 
loved one before and after death (the deceased is still the same), which enabled them 
to feel that the deceased is not completely lost. This was accompanied by emotional 
benefits. Another benefit included the sense that the deceased provided practical 
support with survivors’ ongoing lives. Additionally, many found they could approach 
the deceased as a spiritual being with supernatural features (locating as a spiritual 
resource).
A similar theme was that o f Finding benefit in the continued relationship’.
Almost all participants interpreted the sense-of-presence experience as an expression 
and proof o f their ongoing relationship with the deceased (confirmation o f bond). 
Most participants also reported experiences o f (quasi)communication or interaction 
that suggested the mutuality o f the relationship. Maintaining their role within this 
continuing bond also seemed to serve as a source for self-definition and self-esteem 
(affirmation o f self in relationship).
Meaning-making with regard to a deeper understanding and purpose could be 
discerned across cases and is rendered as ‘Finding meaning through existential, 
spiritual and religious sense-making. The majority o f participants viewed the 
experience as confirming or promoting the belief in life after death, and several 
participants spoke o f it as encouraging the hope for reunion (death as temporary 
separation). For many, sense-of-presence experiences provided insight into ultimate 
concerns (existential sense-making), and the majority drew on spiritual and religious
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frameworks in their descriptions {spiritual and religious sense-making). Many also 
saw the experience as leading to (further) spiritual and religious growth.
Although participants described the experiences as almost exclusively 
beneficial, the accounts often revealed a struggle with culturally available 
understandings. The theme ‘Negotiation of the conceptual status of the experience 
captures the reported discrepancies between participants’ felt experience and 
culturally available explanatory frameworks (conflict between experience and 
explanation) and the discursive strategies that participants employed to resist 
dominant explanations (acknowledgement and dismissal o f alternative explanations). 
Some participants argued for their personal experience as most convincing, and 
several participants suggested a compromise between personal and cultural 
interpretations {resolving the conflict). Many participants interestingly worked up 
credibility by adopting the dominant discourse {acknowledging involvement o f mind) 
while preserving their veridicality claim.
The theme ‘Im portance of realness’ was central in terms o f the status o f the 
accounts and the described meaning-making processes. Most participants stressed the 
sense o f reality as a core feature o f their experiences, and, supporting this claim, the 
perception o f the experience as coming from outside. The credibility o f the accounts 
was often worked up by drawing attention to the trustworthiness o f the perceiver, by 
drawing on experiences and supportive evidence from others {confirmation by others) 
and through the construction offactual accounts.
The above-mentioned -  conscious or unconscious -  efforts to construct 
persuasive accounts of their experiences paralleled the frequently expressed concern 
about negative responses from others. The theme ‘Lack of social acceptance’ could 
be discerned across all accounts. Many participants talked about the difficulty sharing 
the experience with others and reported meeting with conflict in their social 
environment, while experiences o f understanding and acceptance were mostly 
reported as exceptional {social acceptance as exception).
Due to the constraints o f this paper, only three o f the seven themes can be 
presented in greater detail.1 The following analysis will concentrate on ‘Finding 
benefit in the continuation o f the deceased’, ‘Finding benefit in the continued
1 The remaining themes may be analysed in a separate paper.
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relationship’ and ‘Finding meaning through awareness o f an afterlife’, as these themes 
are most focally relevant to the research aims.
Finding benefit in the continuation o f the deceased
Based on the feeling o f the actual presence o f the deceased, a major theme in the data 
was the sense o f the ongoing existence o f the deceased in both identical and changed 
ways and the benefits arising from this for the bereaved.
The deceased is still the same and not completely lost
Most participants talked about how they made sense o f the perceived presence as that 
of the deceased loved one through the recognition o f familiar features. This helped 
participants integrate the experience into their overall picture o f the deceased:
Afterwards [ ] I thought that was her way o f telling me she was all right. 
Because she wasn’t distressed or anything like that. She looked like she always 
did and she was smiling. (Yvonne)
I thought, well, actually, it would make sense for her because not even death 
can stop her being a mother. Still she’s got to look out for her children. 
(Nicholas)
The perceived continuity of the loved one’s identity therefore did not only serve as a 
reminder of the past, allowing for a more complete reconstruction in memory but, 
importantly, the familiar identity of the deceased was felt to be a living reality in the 
here and now:
My father had a wonderful sense o f humour. He will come and be felt with a 
joke usually. It’s like he’s seen something with me and he just cracks a 
wonderful one-liner and it’s really funny. (Robert)
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Robert uses the past tense when referring to his father’s sense o f humour as a known 
feature of his pre-death character but then acknowledges his father’s continuing living 
presence as recognised through this characteristic in the present tense, indicating a 
sense of a partial loss reversal or a presence in absence (Goss & Klass, 2005). Such an 
understanding was shared by many other participants:
I don’t feel I’ve completely lost her. I feel somewhere she’s there [ ] she’s not 
changed at all. She’s just the same person that she was [ ] It’s almost like she’s 
there in the background, almost ... just making sure things are kind of OK. 
(Elaine)
Elaine seemed to feel that her deceased grandmother was partly restored through the 
sensing experience, but this did not mean that her death was denied. Rather, Elaine 
suggested that the essence of her grandmother was unchanged but that the difference 
lay in the way she was present, as indicated by her use o f ‘somewhere’ and ‘almost’.
Emotional benefits and practical support
The experienced partial restoration of the deceased as a result o f presence-sensing led 
to positive emotions. Most of the participants described the experience as ‘comforting’ 
and many used the word ‘calming’. Some said they felt ‘happy’ and at ‘peace’. Others 
described it as ‘magical’ (Nicholas), ‘precious’ (Harriet) or that ‘it meant everything’ 
(Gillian). For Antonia, who talked about coping with the second traumatic loss in her 
life, such feelings were unusual:
I was so surprised that I was able to have that sense of joy in the midst o f grief 
that made me smile so widely when I was having this tingling in the car, 
driving. I knew, I just felt he was next to me.
The emotional benefits reported here contradict traditional bereavement theories in 
which preoccupation with the deceased is associated with negative affect, restless
162
‘searching behaviour’ and an inability to turn attention to other activities (e.g. Parkes, 
1996). Instead, many o f the participants described how they felt helped by the 
deceased when getting on with the demands o f their lives, as Catrin, for example:
When I got into my car after he died, oh, [ ] it was wonderful. I just completely 
relaxed inside this car and he was saying to me, ‘Cat, now I can show you how 
to drive.’ [ ] He was with me. It was as if  he was sitting next to me really.’
Shirley similarly felt helped by her deceased husband, as she felt she was able to find 
a lost object ‘as a result o f what I thought was an answer from him’. In some cases, 
the help from the deceased was felt to be life-changing. For example, Kathy described 
how she experienced the presence o f her deceased teacher/mentor when first chancing 
upon a book in an area she later developed as a speciality:
I just had this sense, and it felt like it was from her, just going, ‘This is it.’ [ ] It 
just felt like it was her. I took it to mean it was her saying, ‘Pay attention. This 
is important.’ And ‘This is why we were connected.’ [ ] So when I picked up 
the first book, it was almost like she was, she had intended that to be there.
This quotation demonstrates the inter-relatedness of presence sensing and meaning- 
making. The initially ineffable experience (T just had this sense’) o f a quasi­
communicated message from the deceased (Tike it was from her’) could be 
understood in terms o f the identity o f the deceased (in this case, teacher) and the 
relationship with the deceased (‘why we were connected’), leading to a sense o f being 
guided in meaningful life choices. While the meaning-making part could be seen as 
retrospective attribution, it could also be viewed as a translation o f the initial sense, an 
‘unpacking’ o f its implicational meaning.
Locating as a spiritual resource
For many participants, experiencing the presence as supportive was connected with 
viewing the deceased as a spiritual being with supernatural powers. For example,
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Elaine felt that her deceased grandmother was helpfully involved when she survived a 
life-threatening event:
Well, they say that everyone’s got a guardian angel and I think she’s mine. 
Literally within three hours I walked out o f the hospital and I had my speech 
back. I had all my movement back. (Elaine)
Even when participants did not frame the status o f the deceased in explicitly spiritual 
terms, such a connection was sometimes implied, for example when the deceased 
could be located in a higher realm, as when Yvonne spoke o f the deceased as ‘looking 
down’, or Gillian as ‘watching over me’. This can be seen as a positive example o f 
‘relocation’ (Stroebe, Schut, & Stroebe, 2005), i.e. the integration o f the 
understanding o f the deceased as still present albeit not physically. Sometimes, a 
spiritual or supernatural link was implied by the effect o f the actions o f the deceased:
It was such a clear sense of T have been forgiven. She has forgiven me.’ And 
[the guilt] was gone. It was really gone [ ] because o f somehow what she was. 
That’s how it was possible. (Harriet)
The configuration o f the deceased as being somehow imbued with spiritual or 
supernatural powers meant that the deceased loved one could bestow benefits not just 
despite their death but by virtue o f  their death or spiritual location. Some o f the 
participants responded to the deceased as such a resource by turning to them for help:
And so when there have been challenges that [family members] have faced, I 
have prayed to my mother [ ] and I don’t know whether I would have done that 
if  I hadn’t had this experiential sense o f her continuing in an active way. 
(Nicholas)
While most participants did not use expressions such as ‘praying’, parallel 
communicative stances were often reported. In the present sample, many appeared to 
have an understanding of the deceased as reconfigured in partly more earthly and 
partly more supernatural ways and derived benefits from both.
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Finding benefit in the continued relationship
While the sense of the reconfigured deceased loved one was reported as providing 
solace, support and a spiritual resource, most participants viewed the experiences as 
forming part of their ongoing although reconfigured relationship with the deceased, in 
line with classifications of sense-of-presence experiences as expressions of the 
‘continuing bond’ with the deceased in the bereavement literature (e.g. Klass, 
Silverman, & Nickman, 1996).
Confirmation o f  the continuing bond
The majority of participants viewed the experience as a temporary sign of a more 
permanent bond with the deceased, which was partly characterised by a continuity 
between the pre-death and the post-death relationship. Tanya links the context in 
which she experienced her grandfather’s presence with their shared history:
When I was little [ ] I’d clean all the chrome for him and I’d wash the car [ ] so 
I wasn’t surprised when I had these experiences in my own car because that 
was [ ] the connection my grandpa and I had. (Tanya)
In accordance with findings reported by Silverman and Klass (1996), participants’ 
recognition of continuous features did not entail that maintaining a bond was about 
‘living in the past’ for them, (p. 17). Rather, the bond seemed to involve relational 
processes that had their roots in the past and carried on into the present. For example:
There was no end. There was no finishing except of course my longing, 
yearning to see him and to be with him, but everything, it just carried on, it 
carried through some kind of veil, a very thin veil. (Catrin)
Catrin’s quotation is an example of how participants noted again how the partly 
consistent and partly changed nature of the relationship expressed ‘presence in 
absence’ rather than a complete recovery or a complete loss of the connection. Catrin
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conveys this dual meaning by describing the simultaneous sense o f intensely felt loss 
alongside the perceived continuation of a living relationship.
Mutuality o f the relationship
The sense o f the aliveness of the bond that the sense-of-presence experiences 
conveyed came across particularly in the emphasis on the interactive nature o f the 
relationship:
Someone was going through an old e-mail account and dug up an e-mail that 
[Kathy’s deceased teacher] had sent her, saying T’ve just got off the phone 
with Kathy, and boy, do I love her!’ And she copied and pasted just that [ ] and 
it was on a day when I had been thinking about her, so I think she was 
speaking through, I think she was still telling me she loved me [ ] and [ ] those 
kind o f consolidate that it was a two-way thing. (Kathy)
Once the ongoing connection had been confirmed through the sensing experience, 
further events like the one recounted above could be interpreted as expressions o f a 
living and interactive relationship. For many participants the mutuality involved a 
sense o f the deceased communicating with them, sometimes explicitly, e.g. T heard 
her saying, “Don’t worry about us.’” (Nicholas), sometimes implicitly, e.g. ‘she had 
forgiven me and she was somehow [ ] telling me this’ (Harriet). Although these 
examples portrayed the deceased as the active message-giver and the bereaved as the 
passive message-receiver, there was an implication that the deceased was also aware 
o f the feelings o f the bereaved and responding to these.
The reported interactions sometimes involved the deceased as a higher spiritual 
being, similar to the asymmetrical relationships with saints in a religious context 
(Klass & Goss, 1999), who can help the living but do not require help themselves. 
Sometimes the relationship also contained a symmetrical element:
I just met a friend [ ] we started chatting and I [told her] an anecdote about my 
father in a very loving way. I lost my father years and years ago [ ] but I had
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this strong tingling and I was really surprised. It was like my father had heard 
that and he was so excited that I had said that. (Antonia)
Being able to affect the deceased loved one may be indicative o f a more symmetrical 
relationship, similar to the co-dependency between the living and their ancestors in 
contexts such as Japan (Klass & Goss 1999; Yamamoto et al., 1969). It entails a 
certain responsibility, expressed by Yvonne when saying about her husband’s 
deceased daughter, ‘She’s happy, but she’s got to be sad when she looks down and 
sees him when he’s so sad’. Catrin also recounted that when receiving support from 
others following her husband’s death, she felt how this affected her deceased husband:
I could feel this incredible excitement on his part. And I was so happy for him. 
[ ] I was glad that he was relieved o f his duty o f watching me, looking over 
me, as it were, all the time. I was pleased for him that he was having a break.
This quotation is not only an example o f the perceived fluidity and mutuality o f the 
relationship between the deceased and the bereaved, it also implies that other 
relationships could potentially impact on the bond. This supports the suggestion by 
Klass (2006) that continuing relationships are embedded in a ‘complex interactive 
web o f bonds and meanings’ (p. 846), pointing to the interrelationship between 
personal and social meanings.
Affirmation o f self in relationship
Meaning-making in bereavement also tends to involve finding ways to reconstruct an 
identity which, being partly tied up with the deceased, has been challenged or 
shattered by the death. Many participants described sense-of-presence experiences as 
allowing them to maintain their identity in relation to the deceased. Antonia, who lost 
a son, expressed this vividly:
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I am a mother of two. It brings me back to that. I identify as a mother of two [ ] 
that’s what I am [ ] I haven’t lost that. I still am a mother of two and he’s there. 
(Antonia)
For some, having had a sense-of-presence experience was in itself an affirmation of 
themselves and the relationship, as shown in the example of Kathy, who felt boosted 
by sensing the presence of her apparently very popular teacher:
It’s helped my self-esteem a lot [ ] if someone like her, who was so loved and 
respected by thousands of people, would almost kind of bother to come and 
visit me post-death, [ ] that I was worthwhile and seen and relevant.
Other participants echoed this sense of affirmation. Gillian, for example, said how 
much it meant to her for her father ‘to come to me' [italicised to indicate the stress she 
laid on the word] and Yvonne spoke of feeling ‘privileged’. Feeling chosen by the 
deceased confirmed participants’ self-worth and their identity in relation to the 
deceased. This function of presence-sensing was enhanced for those who reported 
having been given a particular message, as this could expand their identity in new and 
meaningful ways. Nicholas, for example, talked about the meaning of what his 
deceased mother had said to him:
This voice was saying, ‘Don’t worry. Don’t worry about us. They’re 
[Nicholas’ deceased father and brother], they’re grand,’ as my mother put it. 
‘Your job now is to look after your brother and sister.’ That was [ ] the 
commission that had been given to me there.
The sense-of-presence experience seemed to lead to a clear sense of purpose for 
Nicholas, although he also expressed feeling uncomfortable with being selected (‘Is 
this some sort of one-upmanship?’), but linking it with his identity as the one to 
maintain the family’s faith tradition, the commission could be understood within a 
wider framework in terms of ‘a sense of a living legacy’. The sensing experience thus 
not only played a central role in conveying the existence of a continuing bond but it 
tied the bond to identity-related meaningful tasks, both vis-à-vis the living and the
168
dead, leading to self-affirmation as well as growth. Identity reconstruction in 
bereavement is often associated with personal or post-traumatic growth (Calhoun & 
Tedeschi, 2006; Gillies & Neimeyer, 2006) and it has been observed that identity 
change is most frequently reported to be existential in character (Matthews & Marwit, 
2006). This draws attention to the relevance of sense-of-presence experiences for 
meaning-making in terms o f deeper understanding and purpose.
Finding meaning through existential, spiritual and religious sense-making
The accounts did not only indicate the presence o f meaning-making relating directly 
to the loss or absence o f  the deceased and the relationship with the deceased but also 
meaning-making relating to ‘global meaning in life’ (Park, 2005) and ‘transcendent 
values and ultimate concerns’ (Paloutzian, 2005), particularly regarding the possibility 
o f an afterlife.
Belief in life after death and death as temporary separation
The majority o f participants reported to make sense of the perceived presence o f the 
deceased in terms o f an afterlife. For many, the experience confirmed prior beliefs in 
this regard:
It makes an experiential flavour to the kind o f belief system I always had about 
there being life after death, like it was just a thing I read in books that I knew it 
was true, that kind o f resonated with me [ ] And these experiences [have] 
given me some experiential, almost proof [ ] that the beliefs I have are real. 
(Kathy)
Kathy stands for several participants when describing how the experience provided a 
sense of reality or ‘evidence’ that supported her previously more hypothetical or 
intuitive beliefs. Others said the experience led to a belief in the afterlife they had not
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had before but some o f these participants also revealed an ongoing struggle with 
doubts:
Up until then I had always been like, ah, didn’t believe in the afterlife [ ] Once 
you go, you go, and that’s it. I think there is something now. Yeah. Hm. Still a 
bit cynical but urn I still think there’s something. There is something. (Elaine)
First Elaine professes that the experience led her to believe ‘there is something now’ 
but immediately thereafter her words indicate doubts and awareness o f an opposing 
position, which she then argues against in the following sentence by asserting that she 
‘still’ maintains that view. Elaine’s example represents several participants’ struggles 
with the discrepancy between the import of their felt experience and available 
conceptual frameworks. Another participant, Shirley, who identified herself as a non­
believer, found that the experience gave her hope for an afterlife.
It’s hopefully a signal that this is how death really is. It may be a signal. It’s 
trying to confirm something in me but I can’t actually say that I’m totally 
convinced of it.
In spite o f Shirley’s professed stance as non-believing, the experience seemed to link 
with existing internal meaning structures regarding the possibility of an afterlife. 
Although some participants spoke affirmatively o f their belief that death was only a 
temporary separation, others were more tentative:
I don’t know for sure but based on experiences I’ve had and experiences my 
sisters have had [it] would seem to be the case, at least initially, that you get 
re-united with people, with family. (Bridget)
In this sample, the perceived impact of sense-of-presence experiences on global 
meaning-making vis-à-vis belief in afterlife was thus varied and complex. Some 
participants were clearer when expressing their faith in the continued existence of 
their deceased loved ones than when expressing their faith in an afterlife:
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I could well imagine, maybe a few years later to be able to not believe in an 
afterlife but believing that my grandmother had one. (Harriet)
While the situational meaning of sensing the presence of the grandmother was 
understood as an example of life after death, this did not translate automatically into a 
lasting global belief in an afterlife.
Existential, spiritual and religious sense-making
Most participants referred to the sense-of-presence experience using existential, 
spiritual and religious frameworks. Existential issues such as mortality and death 
anxiety were significant points of interest to many. Several participants spoke of being 
less afraid of death:
Ed feel Ed go from being alive to being alive without carrying this body 
around me. And that’s how I feel the sense of presences. If you lose the fear of 
death, which you could suppose to say that I have, it does make things seem a 
lot easier. (Robert)
Reduced death anxiety and the yearning for reunion in death that survivors sometimes 
express can alarm professionals working with the bereaved, which might partly 
explain the lack of acceptance clients with sense-of-presence experiences have 
reported to have received from counsellors (see Taylor, 2005). However, there was no 
indication in this sample that the experience inspired a longing for death. Rather, it 
was reported to help bridge the gap between this life and a hereafter:
I need [son’s] presence [ ] because [if] I don’t have that, how am I going to 
survive the thought of having another forty years before I see them? (Antonia)
What seemed to be important for most participants was that their existential sense- 
making was tied in with spiritual or religious frameworks which offered them a sense 
of meaningfulness above and beyond a belief in an afterlife:
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I mean that there’s a reason why there. Maybe you have certain angels or 
certain guides [ ] that have come alongside you [ ] to help you do in this life 
whatever it is you are meant to be doing and that will guide you and help you. 
I don’t think [the deceased teacher] is my personal guide. I probably think 
she’s someone that, don’t know, floats around occasionally to come and help 
or something [ ] and I suppose that helps me to think that she’s still got a 
purpose and still has a place in the universe. (Kathy)
Kathy, who had wondered how her teacher/mentor could be ‘taken’ at such an early 
age, thus felt reassured that there was some meaning in her death, an example of 
‘theodicy’, i.e. the attempt to explain human suffering or reconcile the presence o f evil 
with the idea o f an all-powerful and good God (Park, 2005) or, in this case, universe. 
Sense-of-presence experiences could then be seen as divine acts of goodness or ‘gifts 
from God’ (Antonia), suggesting that the availability of religious and spiritual 
frameworks was important for the integration o f sense-of-presence experiences 
beyond immediate coping concerns.
Spiritual and religious growth
Some participants talked about how the experience brought existing religious conflicts 
and questions more keenly to awareness, for example Shirley, who had lost her faith 
in God following several traumatic losses in her life:
I did believe that the soul must go somewhere [ ] but where exactly I don’t 
know. I just can’t believe that this mechanism o f ours, this body, is just all for 
nothing. What it is, who it is, where it is, I still don’t know. (Shirley)
Shirley uses the past tense when speaking about her belief in an afterlife, suggesting 
that she no longer holds this belief. Her questions indicate that she is troubled by the 
discrepancies within her meaning system and her ‘still’ not knowing suggests that she 
is motivated to address those questions. Spiritual and religious growth is believed to
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result from a spiritual struggle in response to a challenged belief system that triggers a 
‘search for meaning’ (Balk, 1999; Landsman, 2002). For some participants, the sense- 
of-presence experience inspired a spiritual journey and led to spiritual transformation:
It’s very easy to stay in your belief system and not challenge yourself. It’s very 
easy just to [say] ‘there is no more life after death’. That’s just too easy. It’s 
more difficult to challenge yourself to explore, to rethink. So for me I think 
this experience [ ] opened up a door that may have otherwise just stayed 
completely shut and I would still be the person that thought, ‘That’s it. Game 
over. There is no spirituality. There is no connection with anybody.’ (Tanya)
Tanya emphasises that changing one’s global meaning system is not easy. This links 
with observations made above about the possible impact o f such experiences on global 
meaning as complex and varied. Sense-of-presence experiences not only challenged 
those who held no prior belief in an afterlife, but also and particularly some of those 
who identified as committed Christians and who found the experience in conflict with 
church teachings. Antonia tried to reconcile sensing the presence o f her son with her 
church’s insistence that he had moved on:
[He] is with God. I think they say he’s with God but to me God and the 
spiritual world could very well be with us. We don’t know if  it’s here and 
there. We cannot tell, you know, so I don’t see that. We don’t know how it is.
As Antonia and indeed a few others expressed, spiritual growth following the sense- 
of-presence experiences could involve an acceptance of mystery and o f not having all 
the answers. However, this did not mean that the hope for an ultimate revelation of 
meaning needed to be forsaken. As Catrin put it:
I feel that there is a reason [ ] I love the image of the carpet that’s woven and 
in this life, on this side, we see the back with all the loose ends, you know, all 
the bits, and then when we get to the other side, we see this beautiful finished 
thing.
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Up until writing this analysis section, I  had not given much thought to the often 
co n cern  o f  'rcjorejenf/ng' W  /zav/ng g o /  fo Anew /Ac
participants through interviews and analysis, I  was left with a strong sense o f  
r c ^ o n jz 6 / / / /y  o r  even  ï e n n e e  / f ê / /  /Ae)/ A W  en/rw^/ezf nze W /A a  ^ o r /  o f  /Aenz^e/ve^ 
without expecting anything in return and it had been my task to arrange it and display 
it ‘in the right light This goal points to the idea that the search fo r  ‘truth ’ remains at 
/Ae A eor/ o f  gwoA/o/zve reaearcA  Aw/ /Ae A W  o f  /rw/A a/nzecf f o r  Acre w n o /  
quantifiable or measurable. It is perhaps about a shared truth, which is not 
necessarily unified and smooth but may still contain areas o f  merger and overlap i f  
not transcendence. Having been one o f  the participants myself made this an 
interesting task, as I  could approach it both from an outsider and an insider 
j9erspec/zve. Æ  an  ow /W er , 7  f ê / /  /Ae ivezgA/ o f  reaponazAz/z/y Aw/ a /ao  /Ae ^/ea^w re  
^A en acAzevzng jA ape an(Z A a/ance. an  znazder, 7 f e / /  ^ ar/Zy ejgzo^e^Z ancZ rezZwce^Z /o  
a  couple o f  sound-bites but also astonished at the new insights I  had gained.
Overview
The explorations in this study were necessarily limited to the specific set of 
participants recruited and any conclusions drawn therefore have to remain tentative. 
However, participants differed widely in terms of age, spirituality/religiosity and the 
kinds of losses and sense-of-presence experiences they reported, suggesting that 
commonalities in the data could allow insight into issues and themes that may be of 
broader relevance to the processes under discussion. As all participants were White, 
most were female and no major faith tradition apart from Christianity was represented, 
a range of possibly significant perspectives could not be examined.
Considering the well-documented reluctance to disclose such experiences due to 
perceived conflicts with dominant paradigms (Hay & Heald, 1987), the sample may 
have been biased towards those with better access to relevant socially sanctioned 
conceptual frameworks. However, the discerned themes on conceptual discrepancies 
and social non-acceptance suggest that participants also experienced such conflicts.
There may also have been a self-selection bias towards more positive sensing 
experiences in this sample. Although the evidence suggests that negative sense-of-
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presence experiences are very rare, they have occasionally been reported (e.g. Parker, 
2005).
‘Benefit-finding’ as a component process o f meaning reconstruction in 
bereavement (Gillies & Neimeyer, 2006) emerged as linked with the feeling that the 
loss was partially reversed or reduced. This constituted a sense o f ‘presence in 
absence’ rather than a denial o f death or ‘unresolved loss’ (Field, 2006) and was 
described as a source o f solace as well as practical and spiritual support. The bereaved 
appeared to be able to be both preoccupied with the deceased and focus on the 
practical reality o f their ongoing lives, contrasting with the claim within the ‘dual 
process model’ of coping with loss (Stroebe & Schut, 2001, pp. 57-58) that ‘[cjoping 
at any one point in time is either loss or restoration oriented’.
The majority o f participants seemed to find benefit in the continuing bond with 
the deceased and talked about an interactive and mutual relationship in the here and 
now rather than a relationship in which the other was ‘held as a “frozen” entity in the 
psyche’ (Silverman & Klass, 1996, p. 19). This theme also indicated partly 
‘symmetrical’ relationships, similar to the co-dependency o f ancestral bonds in 
cultures such as Japan (Klass & Goss, 1999). This was an unusual finding, as 
continuing bonds in the West have been regarded as ‘asymmetrical’, as in bonds with 
‘the sacred dead’ (Klass & Goss, 1999). The continuing bond also served as a source 
o f self-definition and self-worth for many, restoring their identity within the 
relationship with the deceased and in some cases giving rise to new identity-related 
meaning, which concurred with the meaning reconstruction component o f ‘identity 
change’ and underpinned Conant’s (1996) finding about the benefit o f sensing 
experiences for the survivors’ sense o f self.
While ‘finding meaning’ in terms of deeper understanding and purpose could 
also be discerned as a theme across accounts, there was considerable variation 
between participants. While all participants interpreted the experience as relating to an 
afterlife, which gave them hope for a reunion with the deceased and helped reduce 
death anxiety, several participants remained doubtful, indicating a discrepancy 
between their situational and global beliefs, in contrast to Benore and Park’s (2004) 
suggestion that a global belief in an afterlife may be a pre-requisite to a belief in the 
continuing attachment with the deceased. Participants for whom spirituality/religion 
was ‘extremely important’ reported no discrepancies here, which suggests that the
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availability o f spiritual and religious conceptualisations facilitated the meaningful 
integration of the experience into their assumptive worldview, confirming the 
importance of meaning-making in connection with continuing bonds as suggested by 
Neimeyer, Baldwin and Gillies (2006).
However, spiritual and existential discrepancies were also reported to lead to a 
(continued) ‘search for meaning’, a ‘spiritual journey’ and ‘spiritual transformation’, 
and discrepancies were experienced by some o f the committed Christians in the 
sample, who had to find ways o f resolving their dilemma that sense-of-presence 
experiences seemed to be in conflict with Christian doctrine.
Thus, while participants readily found benefit in the partial reversal o f their loss 
and the continuing bond with the deceased, the impact o f sense-of-presence 
experiences on global meaning-making was less straightforward, sometimes involving 
an ongoing search for meaning as well as the possibility o f post-traumatic growth 
(Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2006). This conclusion concurs with Davis’ (2008) argument in 
favour o f a distinction between ‘growth’ and ‘benefits’. It seemed that benefits could 
be found even in the light of discrepant global meaning systems. However, growth 
seemed to require the availability o f spiritual and religious frameworks which could 
be adopted or accommodated for the meaningful integration o f the experience.
Several implications for practice emerge from these observations. As mentioned 
above, counselling and psychotherapy are often the only places in which post­
bereavement meaning-making processes are actively engaged in. The importance of 
creating a safe space for exploring sensitive issues is heightened in the case o f sense- 
of-presence experiences due to people’s reluctance to disclose such phenomena. This 
study suggests that these experiences could be seen as belonging to the more positive 
consequences o f bereavement (see Stroebe & Schut, 2001) that could be welcomed by 
practitioners as helpful and meaningful to the bereaved. The importance to show 
respect, empathy and acceptance when dealing with this phenomenon (Parker, 2005; 
Taylor, 2005; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2006) is therefore reiterated. Furthermore, to 
facilitate the integration of sense-of-presence experiences into clients’ global meaning 
systems or assumptive worldviews and foster growth, therapists may need to address 
the potential lack o f conceptual frameworks and be prepared to explore the spiritual 
and religious dimensions of these experiences. This may not only require openness 
and sensitivity as well as knowledge of different belief systems, but practitioners may
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also need to reflect on their own (lack of) beliefs and become ‘companions on the 
journey’ alongside the bereaved (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2006, p. 112).
To conclude, most participants reported finding benefit in the partial 
continuation and reconfiguration o f the deceased and the continuing bond through the 
sense-of-presence experiences and finding meaning through awareness o f an afterlife. 
However, the meaningful integration o f this experience seemed to require the 
availability o f spiritual and/or religious conceptual frameworks. Bereavement 
counselling and therapy may need to address the potential lack o f such frameworks 
and work with discrepancies within clients’ meaning systems if  they are to facilitate 
personal or post-traumatic growth.
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Telephone screening procedure1
(Offer to ring back, so participant isn ’t paying for the call)
Introduce myself and the research: I am a counselling psychology trainee at the 
University o f Surrey and I am researching the experience o f sensing the presence o f 
the deceased, a frequent and normal experience o f people who have been bereaved. I 
am particularly interested in the role this experience might play for people’s meaning- 
making following the death o f someone close, i.e. how people who have been 
bereaved make sense o f the death, how they understand the event and its 
consequences on their lives, the way they view themselves and others and their 
general beliefs about the world.
Explain the commitment that interviewees have to make: The research would involve 
that you attend an interview that will last between 1 hour and 1 and a half hours, but 
this will really depend on how long you want or need to spend.
Research not therapy: It is important that you are clear that what I’m inviting you to 
be involved in is a piece o f research and not therapy or counselling. This means that 
whilst I’ll be taking care to ensure the wellbeing o f interviewees, I am not offering 
anything long-term, and being interviewed might not be the right thing for you to get 
involved in at this time. We can look at this more in a minute.
Inclusion criteria: To be able to take part, you need to be at least 18 years old. You 
need to have been bereaved for at least 18 months and you need to have had at least 
one experience o f sensing the presence o f the deceased. ‘Sensing the presence o f the 
deceased’ means different things to different people, but generally it is understood that 
the bereaved person has a feeling that is not always easy to define o f the deceased 
person being somehow present or near them. It is not generally understood to be 
simply a strong memory or dream or something brought about by particular means, for 
example by a medium in a séance or in a similar context or induced by drugs, but I 
will leave it up to you to decide whether your experience falls under this heading or 
not, as it is more important for this research what this experience means to you than 
whether it fits some objective category.
Exclusion criteria: Unfortunately, I cannot involve anyone who has been bereaved for 
less than 18 months or who is currently under the care of any NHS mental health 
services. Neither can I involve people who have been diagnosed with a psychiatric 
disorder involving delusions and hallucinations at any point in their life. You don’t 
need to tell me more about it if  you’re not comfortable with it but perhaps one o f these 
criteria applies to you?
I f  yes: Explain that unfortunately I  cannot invite him/her to take part. Thank them for 
their time and interest. Mention that I  am aware that they have taken the trouble to 
make contact and might feel disappointed not to be offered an opportunity to tell their 
story. Ask them if  they would like me to give them information on services they can get 
in touch with.
1 Adapted from Thrift (2005)
190
If no: Just so we can make sure that this is the right thing for you to get involved with, 
do you mind if  I ask you a few questions? Do you have some privacy now for us to 
talk a bit? I f  not, arrange a time to call back.
Questions
Maybe you can start off by telling me something about why you’ve responded to my 
letter?
Is there anything in particular you are hoping to get out of taking part?
Watch for signs o f wanting therapy. Watch for signs o f a psychotic disorder.
In case o f concerns regarding psychosis:
Do you have other out-of-the-ordinary experiences?
(Note if  speech is incoherent, disorganised, muddled etc.)
How long have you had such experiences? Have you been concerned about these in 
the past, or have other people shown concern?
(Do the experiences predate any bereavement the person may have had? I f  yes, is 
there a lack o f processing and, a sense o f disintegratedness? Is the person reacting 
defensively or impatiently at the words ‘concern ’?)
If person seems unsuitable: Thank them for their time and interest. Explain that on 
reflection, I  can't include them in the study, as their sense o f presence experiences 
seem not to be mainly related to having had a bereavement, which is really what my 
research is about. Mention that I  am aware that they have taken the trouble to make 
contact and might feel disappointed not to be offered an opportunity to tell their story. 
If they seem in need of help: I’m wondering if this might really be the best thing for 
you to get involved in at present. I am wondering whether you might want to talk your 
experiences through with someone who is in a position to help you with this. Perhaps 
you could ask your GP who might be able to help?
If unsure whether the person is suitable: Thank them for their time and interest. 
Explain that I  need to check whether they meet the criteria for participation with my 
research supervisor and tell them that I  will call them back in a few days ’ time.
Screening for ability to contain distress that may arise from the interview:
Do you have friends and other supportive people in your life that you feel comfortable 
in talking to and leaning on in times of need?
Note caution if  the answer is no or there are covert sings that support is not all it 
could be.
Could you talk to him/her/them after the interview if  you needed to?
Note caution i f  there is hesitancy, deliberation or the answer is no.
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How do you feel about taking part in research like this, do you have any reservations 
or worries? And do you feel you are ready to take part in this kind o f research?
Are you in therapy or counselling at the moment (outside the NHS)?
If ves: That’s great in that if you do take part you have somewhere to take any 
upsetting or traumatic feelings that might be raised. However if  it’s ok with you, I 
would like it if  you could speak with your therapist or counsellor first, if  you do 
decide that you would like to take part in this research, as he/she might want to 
discuss with you how this might affect your therapeutic work together.
The interview will be conducted sensitively and will be quite flexible in terms o f 
letting interviewees decide what and how much they want to say. I hope they might be 
o f some benefit to those taking part. However, there is a possibility that talking about 
an experience like this could trigger unexpectedly powerful emotions.
(Does the participant seem able to hear that?)
If  you did decide to take part and you became upset, how would you like me to 
respond?
Concluding the call if  deemed suitable: I think it’s important that you have a few days 
to think about the things we have talked about just to make sure that you are 
comfortable with taking part or you may decide that you want to give it a miss. So if 
it’s ok with you, can I give you a call or you call me in a couple o f days?
Concluding the call if deemed unsuitable: Thank participant for getting in touch and 
for showing an interest. Explain that on reflection, I ’m wondering if  this might not 
really be the best thing for them to get involved in at present. Mention that lam  aware 
that they have taken the trouble to make contact and might feel disappointed not to be 
offered an opportunity to tell their story. Ask them if  they would like me to give them 
information on services they can get in touch with.
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Overview of participants’ religion and spirituality
Name of 
participant
What religion, 
religious 
denomination or 
body (if any) do 
you belong to?
How
important, if at 
all, is religion 
and/or
spirituality in 
your life?
How would you describe your 
religion and/or spirituality?
Antonia Christian Extremely It’s everything, all-pervading. 
It’s me.
Bridget None Very I don’t follow a religion but 
believe in life after death and 
that spirits are around us. I don’t 
believe in a creator God.
Catrin Baptist Extremely It undergirds my whole life and 
the way I see my journey and all 
that happens.
Elaine Church o f 
Scotland
Quite Births, deaths and marriages
Gillian Methodist Very Friendly, lovely Methodist 
friends
Harriet Christianity Very Mixed up -  Roman Catholic 
roots but also influenced by 
non-Christian traditions and 
practices
Kathy None Extremely Non-religious spiritual. I believe 
in the inter-connectedness o f all 
things, in life after death, 
reincarnation and karma
Nicholas Roman Catholic Extremely Definitely Christian but not 
always in an orthodox sense and 
certainly open to other faith 
traditions
Robert None Extremely I experience my spirituality as a 
part o f my life: as if  describing 
an event that has happened
Shirley None Not at all
Tanya None Very Not part of any ‘religious 
group’, more o f an awareness
Yvonne Church of 
England
Very I have a strong belief but do not 
attend church on a regular basis
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Interview Schedule
Prior to the recorded interview:
- Introduce myself and build rapport by conveying warmth, interest and 
humanity.
Refer back to our recent telephone conversation and reiterate the nature and 
the aims o f the research project.
- Put the participant at ease by using the qualifiers 'frequent and normal ’ when 
mentioning the focal experience.
- Remind the participant that talking about experiences in connection with the 
death o f someone close can be distressing and let them know that i f  they would 
like to take a break or stop completely, they can inform me o f this at any time. 
The right to withdraw from the study at any point is restated and that no 
explanation needs to be given.
- Ask the participant to read the informed consent form. Ask if  they have any 
questions and ask them to sign the form. Ask them to complete the background 
information form. Give them a sheet containing contact details o f relevant 
support services.
Start of recorded interview:
My plan is that we will spend between one and one and a half hours together. I would 
like you to determine how long we spend on this and I would like you to feel free to 
take your time when you need to. The questions I am going to ask are very open. 
There is nothing specific I am looking for, and there are no rights and wrongs.
I thought that before we talk more in detail about your experience or experiences o f 
sensing the presence o f someone close to you who has died, we might begin by talking 
about the circumstances before you had the experience, that is talking about the person 
who died, how they died, your relationship to them before the death, and so forth. 
However, I would like to know how you feel about starting here?
I f  ok, proceed to Part I  o f interview questions. I f  not ok, elicit possible reasons for not 
wanting to start there, explain that blowing about the context might be helpful but it’s 
up to them how much they want to tell me, and perhaps we can return to some o f this 
later. I f  participant still wants to talk about the experience first, proceed to Part II o f 
interview questions.
I. Context
1. Perhaps you could start by telling me a little bit about the person whose presence 
you have sensed before he/she died and your relationship to him/her before the death. 
(If you have had these experiences with more than one person, could you, for the 
purpose of the interview, talk about the person who was either more significant or 
whose death is more recent?)
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Prompts: How would you describe his/her personality? How long did you know each 
other/live together? What part did he/she play in your life? What relationship did 
others have with him/her? Could you try and put into words what he/she meant to you 
before the death?
2. Could you tell me now about the circumstances surrounding his/her death?
Prompts: Was the death unexpected? Was there time to prepare for the death? When 
did he/she die? How did he/she die? Where were you at the time? Were others there? 
How did you experience the death?
3. Could you tell me about the time after his/her death?
Prompts: What were your reactions/feelings after the death? What kind o f support, if 
any, did you have (friends/family/wider community, other)? How did you experience 
the funeral? How was the time after the funeral? What changed in your life?
4. What impact, if  any, did the death o f ... (name) have on the beliefs you held about 
the world, life and death in general?
Prompts: How did you make sense o f the death? What role did your belief system play 
in making sense o f the death? Did your belief system help you? What did the death 
mean for your belief system? Did your beliefs change following the death?
5. Does this capture the background to your sense o f presence experiences, or is there 
anything else you would like to add about the circumstances o f your life at that stage?
II. Sense of presence experience(s)
6. Moving now to your experience o f sensing the presence o f ... (name o f person), 
could you describe to me this experience or one such experience in as much detail as 
you can, beginning perhaps with where you were and what you were doing when it 
happened or first happened?
Prompts: What was it about the experience that made you think that... (name) was 
present? How did you experience this in terms o f your senses/your body? Where 
would you have located... (name) i f  that is the right way to put it? What role, i f  any, 
did other people play in this experience? How long did the experience last?
7. Could you describe your immediate reaction to this experience?
Prompts: How did you feel? What came up for you? What went through your head? 
What did you think about it?
8. Did you have this experience again/did you have other similar experiences/do you 
still have these experiences? If yes, could you tell me about them? I f  no, move on to 
question 9.
9. Does this capture what it was like for you to sense the presence o f ... (name) or is 
there anything else you would like to add?
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III. Meaning-making
10. We have spoken about your initial reactions to the experience. How do you feel 
about it now? Has anything changed in the way you view it?
11. What is your understanding o f the meaning of this experience for you personally? 
Prompts: How important has this experience been to you? What role, i f  any, has this 
experience played in your life and in the way you see yourself/feel about yourself?
12. What is your understanding o f the meaning o f this experience for your relationship 
with ... (name)?
Prompts: What role, if  any, has this experience had on the way you feel about/think 
of... (name)? How would you describe your relationship to ... (name) now?
13. What is your understanding o f the meaning o f the experience for your other 
relationships?
Prompts: What role, if  any, has this experience had for your relationships with 
others? Have you told anyone about this experience? I f  yes, how did you experience 
their reactions? I f  no, what were your reasons for not talking about it?
14. What is your understanding o f the meaning o f the experience for your general 
beliefs or worldview?
Prompts: How might your experience fit/not fit with your beliefs (prior to the death/ 
following the death)? How have you experienced this fit/discrepancy? How might 
talking/
not talking with others have influenced your thinking? Can you describe what 
happened?
15. We spoke at the beginning about the meaning o f the death o f ... (name) for your 
belief system/worldview and we just talked about the meaning o f sensing the presence 
o f ... (name) for your belief system. How do you view these events and their role for 
your belief system or worldview now?
Prompts: I f  you take a step back and look at the overall development, how might you 
put into words what has happened for you? How do you feel about the sense o f 
presence experience(s) now? How might this have influenced the way you view the 
world, life and death now?
16. Those are all the questions I wanted to ask, but before we end, I wanted to ask you 
if  there is anything you would like to add that we have not covered?
End o f recorded interview
After the recorded interview:
• I would like to spend some time reflecting on what it has been like for you to 
take part in this interview. We can take some time over this if  you would like.
• First o f all, was there anything that you felt was left out which should have 
been included? And the reverse, was there anything included that you felt
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should have been left out? If  yes: Can you tell me why you think this should 
have been so?
• Were there any moments in the interview when you felt that I did not 
understand or used the wrong language? If yes, when did this happen in the 
interview? What was it that I did not seem to grasp? What language would you 
rather I had used?
• How did you feel about taking part? Was there anything negative about taking 
part? Was there anything you found helpful/unhelpful?
- Thank the interviewee for taking part.
- Remind the interviewee o f the confidentiality o f the interview.
- Ask if  they would like to receive a summary o f the results when the study is 
completed.
- Explain that there might be a follow-up study next year and ask i f  they would be 
happy to be contacted regarding their possible participation in such a case. I f  they say 
yes, explain that they can withdraw their permission to be contacted again at any time 
without having to give an explanation.
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UNIVERSITY OF
SURREY
I n fo r m a tio n  sh e e t
Dear Reader,
I am a trainee counselling psychologist at the University of Surrey conducting a 
research study which explores the experience of sensing the presence o f the deceased 
and how having such experiences might impact on meaning-making in bereavement.
Sensing the presence o f  the deceased is a common and normal experience following 
bereavement and can still occur many years after the death of someone close. While a 
‘sense of presence’ experience means different things to different people, it is 
generally understood that the bereaved person  has a feeling -  which is not always easy 
to describe -  of the deceased person being somehow present or near them. It is not 
generally understood to be simply a strong memory or dream or something brought 
about by particular means, for example, by a medium in a séance or a similar context 
or induced by drugs. However, the experience can take many different forms, and this 
study is first and foremost interested in what it means to the person having the 
experience.
Meaning-making in bereavement is about how people who have been bereaved make 
sense of the death of someone close, how they understand the event and its 
consequences on their lives, the way they view themselves and others and their 
general beliefs about the world.
The project is conducted as part of a doctoral course in counselling psychology. It is 
hoped that the results of the study may shed new light on the role of this experience in 
bereavement. This could expand current understandings of what happens in 
bereavement and be useful to bereavement and end-of-life care services.
In order to conduct this study, I am seeking to interview adults who have been 
bereaved for at least 18 months and who have had at least one experience of ‘sensing 
the presence of the deceased’. If you are interested in taking part, I would like to speak 
to you over the phone, just to make sure we both think it’s the right time for you to do 
this. If we agree to proceed then, we can arrange an interview which may last between 
1 and 1 V2 hours. At the end of the interview, if you wish to  talk further, I will be 
happy to  direct you to relevant support/counselling organisations. The interviews will 
take place at the University of Surrey in Guildford or, if difficult to get to for you, at a 
location more convenient to you. The interviews will be audio-recorded and 
transcribed with all potentially identifying details removed. The recordings will be 
destroyed after transcribing. All information will be handled confidentially, in 
accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998, and you have the right to withdraw 
from the study at any time without having to give a reason. The study has been 
approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Surrey.
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As regards potential risks and benefits, you may find it interesting and/or helpful to 
talk about your experiences. Reflecting on what these experiences mean to you may 
also lead to new insights. This may mean that participating in this study can also lead 
to a reconsideration o f your current views. This can be seen as a risk as well as a 
benefit. Talking about bereavement-related experiences can also involve feelings of 
distress. It is therefore important that you think carefully about your feelings in regard 
to taking part in this research and possibly discuss it with close friends/relatives.
If  you feel that you would like to participate in this study, you can contact me either 
by e-mail at e.steffen@surrev.ac.uk or leave a message for me with the course 
secretary on 01483 689176. You can also contact my supervisor Dr. Adrian Coyle at
a.covle@surrev.ac.uk or on 01483 686906 or at the address given below, should you 
have any further questions or concerns.
Kind regards,
Edith Steffen
Counselling Psychologist in Training
Supervisor:
Dr. Adrian Coyle 
Senior Lecturer 
Department of Psychology 
University o f Surrey 
Guildford 
Surrey GU2 7XH
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION
To begin, Fd like to get some basic information about you (such as your age, education 
and occupation). The reason that Fd like this information is so that I can show those who 
read my research report that I managed to obtain the views o f a cross-section of people. 
The information that you give will never be used to identify you in any way because this 
research is entirely confidential. However, if  you don’t want to answer some o f these 
questions, please don’t feel that you have to.
1. Are you
(tick the appropriate answer)
M a le   Fem ale__
2. How old are you? [ ] years
3. How would you describe your ethnic origins?1
Choose one section from (a) to (e) and then tick the appropriate category to 
indicate your ethnic background.
(a) White
British __
Irish __
Any other White background, please write in below
(b) Mixed
White and Black Caribbean________ __
White and Black African__________ __
White and Asian __
Any other mixed background, please write in below
(c) Asian or Asian British
Indian __
Pakistani __
Bangladeshi __
Any other Asian background, please write in below
(d) Black or Black British
1 The format o f  this question is taken from the 2001 UK census.
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Caribbean __
African __
Any other Black background, please write in below
(e) C h in e se  o r  O th e r  e th n ic  g ro u p
Chinese
Any other, please write below
4. What is your highest educational qualification?
(tick the appropriate answer)
None __
G C S E (s)/0 -le v e l(s) /C S E (s )  _ _
A-level(s)/AS-level(s) __
Diploma (HND, SRN, etc.) __
Degree __
Postgraduate degree/diploma_______ __
5. What is your current occupation (or, if you are no longer working, what was your
last occupation?)
6. What is your current legal marital status?
(tick the appropriate answer)
Single____________________ __
Married __
Civil partnership __
Divorced/separated __
Widowed __
7. a) Do you have any children?
(tick the appropriate answer)
Yes  (go to part b) No  (go to question 8)
b) How many children do you have?
[ ]
8. What religion, religious denomination or body (if any) do you belong to?1
1 The format o f  this question is taken from the 2001 UK census.
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(tick the appropriate answer)
None __
Church of England __
Roman Catholic __
Any other Christian, please write in below
Buddhist __
Hindu __
Jewish __
Muslim __
Sikh
Any other religion, please write in below
9. a) How important, if at all, is religion and/or spirituality in your life?
(tick the appropriate answer)
Extremely __
Very __
Quite_______________________
Not very __
Not at all __
(Ifyou have answered ‘not at all this is the end o f the questionnaire: thank you. 
I f  you have ticked any other answer, please go to part b)
b) How would you describe your religion and/or spirituality? (It’sfine to describe 
it in terms o f any tradition or denomination that you ticked earlier, but feel free 
to use your own words or add anything that is important to you. Thank you.)
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SURREY
Consent form
The aim of this research project is to explore the experience of sensing the presence of 
the deceased and whether and how it might impact on meaning-making following 
bereavement.
You have agreed to take part in an informal interview about your experience o f 
sensing the presence o f the deceased. The interview will be digitally audio-recorded 
and transcribed. In order to protect your confidentiality, any identifying information 
such as names and locations will not be recorded. All data received from you will be 
respected in accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998. Once transcribed, the 
recording will be erased.
You are free to withdraw from the interview at any time and can refuse to answer any 
of the questions. Please note that there are no right or wrong answers to any questions; 
the focus is on your experiences and understandings.
Please read the following paragraph and if  in agreement, sign where indicated.
I have read and understood the information sheet provided. I understand that I am free 
to withdraw from the study at any time without having to give a reason. I agree that 
the purposes o f this research and what my participation in it would entail have been 
made clear to me. I therefore consent to being interviewed about my sense-of- 
presence experience^ and my understandings regarding their potential role in 
meaning-making following bereavement. I also consent to an audio-recording being
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made of this discussion and to all or parts o f this recording being transcribed for the 
purposes of research.
Name of participant (block capitals):
Signed:..........................................................................  D ate :.............................................
On behalf of those involved with the research project, I undertake that, in respect of 
the audio-recording being made with the above participant, professional 
confidentiality will be ensured, and that any use o f audio-recorded or transcribed 
material from audio-recordings will be for the purposes o f research only. The 
anonymity o f the above participant will be protected.
Name of investigator: EDITH STEFFEN
Signed: Date:
Support Organisations
Cruse Bereavement Care
www.crusebereavementcare.org.uk 
Tel: 0844 477 9400 (National Helpline)
Tel: 01483 565660 (Guildford & Waverley Branch)
Tel: 01932 874914 (North West Surrey Branch)
Helpline e-mail: helpline@cruse.org.uk 
General e-mail: info@cruse.org.uk
Seeks to promote the well-being o f bereaved people and to enable anyone bereaved by 
death to understand their grief and cope with their loss. Services are free to bereaved 
people. The organisation provides support and offers information, advice, education 
and training services.
National Association of Widows
www.nawidows.org.uk 
Tel: 0845 838 2261 
E-mail: info(a)nawidows.orz. uk
Offering support, friendship and understanding to men and women who have lost their 
partners through bereavement.
WAY Foundation
www.wavfoundation.org.uk
Tel: 0845 8382261
E-mail: info@wavfoundation.org.uk
Supporting those who have lost their partner at an early age
The Compassionate Friends
www.tcf.org.uk 
Tel: 0845 123 2304 
E-mail: info@tcf.org.uk
An organisation o f bereaved parents and their families offering understanding, 
support and encouragement to others after the death o f a child or children.
Offers a helpline, local group meetings, one-to-one visiting, telephone and/or letter 
contact, retreats and gatherings
Samaritans
Tel: 08457 909090 
Helpline for people in distress
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The British Psychological Society
www.bps.org.uk 
St Andrews House 
48 Princess Road East 
Leicester, LEI 7DR 
Tel: 0116 254 9568 
E-mail: enquiries@bps.org.uk
United Kingdom Council for Psychotherapists
www.psvchotherapv.org.uk
2nd Floor
Edward House
2 Wakley Street
London EC1V 7LT
Tel: 020 7014 9955
E-mail: info@psvchotherapv.org.uk
The British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy
www.bacp.co.uk 
BACP House 
15 St John’s Business Park 
Lutterworth LE 17 4HD 
Tel: 01455 883300 
E-mail: baco@baco.co.uk
Interview with Kathy (I = Interviewer, K = Kathy)
I: OK, so. I think I’ve already said it’s going to take about an hour and a half or less or 
more, depending on how long you want to spend. So do spend as much time as you 
like on it and feel free to take your time when you need to (K: Mmhm). Um and the 
questions I’m asking are usually quite open, but there’s nothing specific I’m looking 
for. It’s really about your experience and what it means to you (K: OK). So there are 
no rights and wrongs. So actually, what I wanted to suggest is that, as we’re talking 
about the experience o f sensing the presence o f someone who died, depending on who 
that person was, it might make sense or would be interesting to talk first about the 
person (K: Mmhm) who died, what your relationship was to them and what they were 
like, before talking about the experience. Would that be OK?
K: Yeah, yeah. That’s fine.
I: OK, so perhaps we could then start by, if  you could tell me a bit about the person 
who died and what this person was like and what your relationship was like before the 
death?
I: OK. Probably the most significant death that I’ve experienced was ... well, there’s 
my granddad when I was younger, but I don’t really feel him as much as the other 
ones, um, uh, she was, I guess, you could, a friend, mentor. I always called her my 
spiritual mother really. She’s called Naomi and she died when she was 50 in 2006, so 
she’d be 53 now. She ... I met her through an organisation that I worked for when I 
was younger, which actually was, I think it was a really significant kind o f 
organisation. [ ] She was just an amazingly bright soul. I mean, you just, there was 
always something very, very unique and different about her. And everyone would say 
it, that she wasn’t like the others. Um and I got really, I think my life really changed 
when I went [to] [country] um when I was 23, and she was the um kind o f organiser, 
mentor [ ]. So I sort of, you know, to begin with, we’d have a lot o f phone calls [ ] and 
just logistics and that sort o f stuff. Um but just we had a very instant connection really 
in those early days, and I just kind o f loved her instantly really, I loved her family, and 
her son and me are very good friends. Um I think nearer the beginning we were more 
than friends, so there was sort of a, you know I guess she was kind o f a mother figure 
to me, definitely, um and every year since I’d started [ ] I was really involved every 
summer [ ] (I: aha), and because she was the, you know, coordinator of that, I just got 
very - You know, it’s funny isn’t it how sometimes you don’t see someone regularly 
(I: Mmhm) but they’re one of your biggest influences really (I: Mmhm). So she um 
I’d see her for like two weeks a year, but when we saw each other, we were just 
instantly connected really. And, would it be helpful, do you want to talk about, this is 
just what she was like beforehand rather than what happened.
I: Hm. What she, yes, so, when did you first meet her?
K: I was 23, um and she was just a bright spirit really. She’s very creative. [ ] they are 
all pretty self-aware and pretty, you know, awesome people (both laughing) in some 
ways. But she was um, she was different in that she just was very light. She took it, 
she didn’t take it serious, she didn’t take it seriously. I mean she took it very 
committedly but she wasn’t serious (I: yeah). She had like a lightness to her life (I:
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aha), which I just thought was brilliant that you didn’t have to be, you know, boring 
and old (I: yeah), like committed to development and. She’d have these long floaty 
skirts and she’d kind o f dance around like a little pixie or something and I just would 
be fascinated because she ... uh when she got ill, she was just very natural really, 
when she, when she would get ill, she would go and lie on the earth outside and just, 
and just sometimes sleep on the earth. She lived in [place name], so I guess it wasn’t 
the same as going out here. She’d just lie on the earth and then feel better the next day, 
she was just very unusual in that way, and I just instantly thought that was brilliant! 
(both laughing) And I think she saw me like a daughter, because I suppose I was 
young when I started in the organisation and um, you know, on one sense she really 
saw something in me and on another, I think she really wanted to help me (I: yes), cos 
I was a bit lost, so there was that kind o f mentorship (I: yeah).
I: And you needed some guidance at that point.
K: Yeah, she was definitely kind o f that cool, free-spirited kind o f mother figure really 
that I was quite taken by.
I: So that connection started when you first met her or was there already a connection 
through having heard of her, or was it really through that...?
K: I mean, had I heard of her? I don’t, no, [ ]
I: And the programme, is that a particular, what kind o f an organisation is this?
K: Yeah, it’s, they are based on an organisation of the 70s [ ] It’s calmed down since 
those days where like, you know, [ ] It’s non-religious, although the people that 
created it were Christians. So,[ ] there is a kind o f a spiritual flavour to it [ ] and it’s 
a family really. I mean it’s not a cul- it sounds quite cultish to people on the outside a 
bit and it has been accused o f that, but um, it’s just, you know, it’s like any of these 
[organisations], [ ] that are around today, so, but it’s got a family sort o f atmosphere, 
because it’s very supportive, you know, [ ] I guess it’s a bit like the church but full o f 
non-religious self-development people. So uh...
I: And does it feel a bit freer how much you do with it or not (K: oh completely), or is 
there a kind o f a strict, a category you fit in, or are you on levels?
K: No, no, no. It literally is a, it basically is a charity [ ]you’re not, you’re not signing 
up to a membership. I can’t, I guess I’m trying to think of another thing that would be 
similar to that’s more well-known, something ... yeah, so I’ve been in and out of it for 
years really but I’ve been quite involved with these ones, which is where I was with 
her.
I: So when you say ‘in and out of if ,  does it mean sometimes you do more with them, 
sometimes less? Or does it go further than that, that sometimes you’re sort of not so 
interested anymore?
K: Yeah, there’s been a bit o f both really. Definitely after Naomi died, I was out o f it 
for a bit, cos it was all o f it a bit too much, I think, and things changed after that a little
208
bit. But I’ve been in and out o f it [ ] you can be on team and you can volunteer, so I 
did a lot of voluntary work, that was basically what I was doing when I met Naomi, 
was sort o f doing um like yeah voluntary work [ ]. So there’s been times when I’ve 
been on team every other month, you know, [ ] and there’s been years when I haven’t 
done it at all um. [ ] So sometimes it’s been a question o f time, and other times it’s 
been a question o f ‘oh, I don’t know if I actually wanna be involved too much 
anymore’.
I: And so, the relationship with Naomi, you were saying that sometimes you had these 
sort o f intense times with her, being near her or around her, and I wonder what it was 
like with her then, when you were with her?
K: Yeah, very fun. And I suppose we were working towards a common goal together, 
you know, we definitely were kindred spirits it felt like. I don’t know we just felt very 
safe with, I felt very safe in her company, and in some ways we were always working 
when we met, cos I was always, you know, I was the manager [ ] one year and she 
was the kind o f coordinator, so we had a lot o f intense hour-long phone-calls in the 
run-up to it, and um and so in some ways we were always working, um but then I’d go 
back to [place name] and she’d take me out for dinner and things, so we had a 
relationship outside o f that too, but um ... I suppose I would, yeah, I think that she 
was just a huge mentor for me. I really looked up to her and um. We just kind of have 
a lot o f fun. When everything was a bit serious (I: yes) and something hadn’t 
happened, and a board had been taken to the wrong venue, we just kind of go ‘oh 
well’ and just kind o f laugh about it. She definitely lightened up those times.
I: Such an ease about her.
K: Yeah. She really was quite extraordinary um in her ability to take things lightly 
really. I think she was just very um ... I mean she was just, yes, she didn’t, she just 
didn’t have any, she just had real self-esteem, do you know, someone who had this 
real innate self-esteem (I: yes). I mean [ ] she went into some hard-core [ ] prisons 
with some men, you know, like murderous men (I: yeah). And she would just kind of 
win them over, you know, like all these men would by the end be in tears, like, you 
know they’d be forgiving each other. I mean it was extraordinary the things that she 
did (I: wow). And actually, I mean, as a, I mean it shows really as a testimony when 
she died, her death was very, very shocking and very sort of drawn-out, and a sort of 
blog, a website was set up, um because everyone all around the world, you know, [ ] 
you know thousands o f people loved her and sort o f wanted to know what was going 
on, so the blog was quite inspiring. I still cry if  I like log on to some o f it (I: yeah), 
because I’ve never seen so much kind of coming togetherness.
I: So, so, how did all this unfold, when she got ill? When was it that it became clear 
that she was going to die?
K: Well, I think that’s part o f why it was such a significant impact for me as well, I 
think, because in the beginning of 2006, she, every year she chooses someone from 
somewhere around the world from, you know, that she knows from the organisation 
that she really respects to be the manager of this [event] in [country], and I was 27 at 
the time, I was, I was young really, but she obviously just saw something in me really,
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and she called me up and said, ‘I really want you to do i t ’ And so we worked kind of 
intensely alongside each other for those months and then six weeks before [it] was 
about to happen, we get a phone call to say that she’d collapsed at the gym in some 
sort of heart problem. She did have a heart problem um but it wasn’t really, I mean, it 
wasn’t, it wasn’t gonna kill her necessarily, you know. It was just sort of something 
that was a bit wrong with one of her valves, I think. But she’d been at the gym and 
they still to this day don’t know, they wouldn’t classify it as a heart attack. They 
wouldn’t classify it, it just kind of stopped really, um and she collapsed, and she was 
in a- There was a lot of anger around how it happened, cos she was in a gym, and they 
had heart starting equipment, I can’t remember what it’s called, cardiac equipment, 
but nobody used it. Nobody, either there wasn’t someone on site who was trained or 
they were trained but they just ... there was just a drama, and I think it was like a good 
.... 5 minutes before they restarted her heart. So I mean somewhere deep down 
everyone thought, oh that’s, that’s not good (I: ahh), but she was in a, she was in a 
coma. She was in that for about two weeks, and it was really hard for me (clears 
throat), because I wasn’t there. I was in [country], and, you know, I think that was part 
of the hardness really was that I wasn’t over there whilst it was happening. In some 
ways the blog was very connecting, you know, because we’d get regular updates and 
thousands, you could just connect with what was happening really. I could just 
connect. Um and there were some signs and her body was kind of twitching, and we 
maybe thought that was a good sign. But then, I personally believed it was all very 
synchronistic really. A couple, about a month before this had happened, she had 
bartered a job with someone who was a lawyer, and she was in the middle, she was in 
the stage, the beginning stages of drafting a living will with him (I: Mmhm). And she 
had actually written in the living will: Tf I’m ever in a vegetative state or if I’m ever 
in a coma, I don’t want to be kept alive on drugs. Please turn it off.’ And they’d 
actually found, and it wasn’t, you know it wasn’t completely legal, it was just bits of 
paper that her and this guy had been drafting together a month beforehand. So I mean 
it’s very weird (I: yes). And she talked with someone about a week before, saying ‘If I 
died, what would happen?’
I: So as if she had a sense.
K: Yeah, I think. I really do. I mean I personally believe that. Just from drafting the 
will, kind of speaking about it, there just seem like something in her unconscious or 
something somewhere knew what was gonna happen, cos she was making 
arrangements. So um they thought long and hard about it, but because she was such an 
earthy person and, you know, hated drugs, hated, never took drugs, just went and lay 
down outside on the grass if she was ill. It just seemed wrong really to keep her so 
heavily sedated and stuff, so they took her off all the medication. It took her like three 
days to die, because her body was so healthy apart from the heart. So it was quite 
difficult (I: gosh). I don’t know, yeah and then I had an amazing experience where I 
dreamt her dying at the exact same moment that she actually died, which is part o f my 
sensing ever since, that I had a very profound...
I: So that really is already sort of a bit about that experience.
K: Yeah, maybe I’ll hold that on for the next question. But um, yeah, and then I mean 
in some ways it was beautifully, if you gonna die, it’s beautifully timed to die just
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before the [event] because she was such an integral part o f [it]. A lot o f that [ ] was 
about her, you know. There was a lot o f sharing about Naomi. There was a lot o f um, 
yeah, I was very glad.
I: So, yes, I was wondering what that would have been like then to go [there] just 
after...
K: Well, in some ways I thought, how the hell am I going to do it without you? Like, 
you know, a) it’s not as fun, I only said yes really because I was working with her, but 
I don’t know I got this weird sense, and her son had it too, that she’d asked me for a 
reason, because we had a spiritual connection that went just beyond work colleagues. 
There was something about why she had asked me that I just, I felt was significant.
I: That was significant.
K: And everyone said it too that I was almost sort of, you know, carrying that spiritual 
torch. I’m quite similar to her. I think there was something quite significant about me 
doing it. And she was a big champion o f young people, so, you know, to have a young 
person doing it. And I sort o f just had this sense that I still had, that I had to do it, that 
there was a reason why I was the one in charge o f it really, and I spent a lot kind o f  
conference calls with the team, cos the team were all over the world, so we’d have to 
have these conference calls, just dropping all the logistical stuff and just going to 
share about Naomi, you know, so in a way I was in this weird position where I was 
grieving for her myself and yet I was facilitating other people’s grief in this weird way 
(I: yes).
I: And that sounds like it was also partly helpful.
K: Definitely helpful. Definitely helpful that I went over there. Um I think if  I hadn’t 
been part o f that, it would have just felt like completely weird and in isolation and 
just, I don’t think I would have had any closure. Whereas actually on this course, on 
the last day they do like a [ ] ceremony, [ ] It’s all very spiritual. And she was 
definitely there then, and it just felt like that was a good, cos I wasn’t at the funeral, 
that was her way of closing with me, and if  I hadn’t done that, it would have felt quite 
weird.... Um but, yeah, I was glad o f it, there were a lot o f tears when we were there 
but um, but I haven’t wanted to go back since, and I haven’t done it since (I: yes), and 
I just think, apparently I heard that the year after without her energy it was just a very 
different experience, and I’m just not sure I want to have that experience without her. 
I still cry, like I don’t think I’m really over it in that I still ... cry when [ someone] 
will talk about her [ ] about their friend that’s died. Yeah, I think it’s a bit yeah, I think 
it’s a bit too raw to go back in some ways.
I: So since then then, have you had shared grief with others who knew her or shared 
talk about her, you know there, you said there is this blog, or are you in contact with 
other people?
K: Yeah, I’m still good friends with her son, although he, he was, I mean if  we talk 
connectedness or feeling the presence o f the deceased, he felt it so strongly, because 
they were so connected that it was almost, I’d say it was one o f those times where it,
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although at the beginning I think it was really helpful, I think later on it became him 
not letting her go a little bit. He, I think it was actually a struggle for him in the end 
because he felt her so strongly that about a year and a half after she died he went 
really silent about it and I think then we sort of, it was harder to talk about her really 
(I: Mmhm) and, you know, he just, he wasn’t’ dealing with it very well. And in 
[country] we have kind o f memorial day every year for her, you know, dying, which 
I’d been sort o f involved with, so that’s nice really that she was part o f a community 
that still remembers her, and I wonder about how it would be if  you lost a family 
member and it would just be you and them. I think that would be very weird when a 
few people come to someone’s funeral or something, cos Naomi had hundreds, you 
know, (I: yes) and thousands watching it on the, on the Skype whatever (I: wow), so
I: And sort o f spanning the globe kind of...
K: Yeah, it brought people together. And that’s what she always did. So there was 
something, about those early days, there was something quite magical about it too 
really and what she’d been able to do as well as the sadness, it was quite powerful.
I: You were talking already about um, you know, the spiritual connection and so on, 
just wondered whether the death o f Naomi had, what kind of effect or impact it might 
have had on your beliefs or your spiritual sense, however you want to call it, whether 
that had any impact on how you viewed things from before. Did that change?
K: Well, there was definitely a shaking o f that, because I was very spiritual. I’ve been 
spiritual all my life really. I’ve always felt very connected. There are other things. 
Yeah, there’s life after death. But then I just thought, seriously, how could, like I got, I 
guess I went through that classic ‘how could that possibly, how could that possibly be 
a reason for that’ because she, she was more than just a person, you know, in the sense 
of a normal person’s life. I mean she did lead quite an extraordinary life. She helped 
thousands o f people. She really was quite angel- and I always thought that about her, 
that she was quite sort o f angelic in her way o f being (I: yeah), that there was 
something really special about the way she connected with people and how many 
people she helped. And I think although I talk about it in a quite a ‘wow, it was 
amazing’, you know, all the connected stuff around her dying, also it was like, ‘What? 
You’re gonna take herT Like, you know, ‘there’s seriously, lots o f other people that 
probably deser- like, you know, aren’t doing so much good stuff on earth, maybe you 
wanna take them first.’
I: And who’s that ‘you’ I’m just wondering.
K: Sorry?
I: When you said ‘you’...
K: ...oh ‘you’! Um, although I’m not, yeah, I guess I was thinking, I guess when I say 
‘you’ I mean ... God in a non-Christian sense of, you know, universal consciousness, 
whatever, you know, I guess I would call it like more the universal consciousness, 
although I use the word God, cos it’s understandable. I don’t mean it in a kind of
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Christian sense (I: yes) of a kind o f judgmental God but I mean it in a higher 
consciousness kind o f God. That there’s a plan of the universe.
I: So that there is some kind o f being or something that has consciousness.
K: Yeah, yeah, that there’s a, it’s not one being. But I believe, well, I believe we’re all 
part o f God and that we’re all kind o f ... yeah, that there’s a seed o f that universal 
light, consciousness in all o f us and all o f that together and probably something more 
creates what I would term God, you know, but I suppose I do believe that there is a 
purpose for things, that there’s a reason, and that we’re here for a reason, and that 
we’re on our sort o f spiritual paths and our reason it to, you know, become conscious 
of ourselves in order to sort o f know God in a, inside ourselves (I: Mmhm), so that 
strong belief in there being a reason, I couldn’t quite equate that with what the reason 
would be for taking Naomi. I suppose in the beginning we made up a lot o f things 
which may or may not be true, about the fact that she was such a strong guide on earth 
that actually, she was probably being a guide to a lot more people as a spiritual guide, 
you know, that was something we held as a belief for a while.
I: Trying to search for some meaning in her death.
K: Yes, cos it did feel quite random. Um ...
I: It didn’t, I mean, it seemed to raise all these questions, but it doesn’t sound as if  it 
um made you wonder about the whole belief system.
K: No, I didn’t have that like ‘it’s all just rubbish and we just die’ (I: no). In some 
ways, just because o f the experiences I had around her death, like the dream and the, 
her making the will, in a way I could hold on to those things (I: yes) and think, well, 
they were quite weird and it helped me to kind o f hold on more to the, I don’t know if  
she’d been my actual mother and we were talking about the death o f my actual 
mother, whether I would be sitting here feeling a bit differently about my spiritual 
beliefs. Maybe it’s a bit easier cos she wasn’t blood, you know, for me to get 
philosophical about it and feel a bit more, you know, I wonder if  my beliefs would 
rock if  it was someone else but um, but yeah, no it didn’t ... If anything, uh, I don’t 
know, did it? No, it didn’t strengthen it, but it’s still something that I ... There’s, yeah, 
there is still a part of me that thinks I don’t really get that, I don’t get why that would 
have to happen, but then I’ve also resigned myself to the fact that there is a lot o f  
unknowns in the universe. I think it hasn’t rocked my trust that things happen for a 
reason, I think.
I: OK, I just wonder, does this capture sort of the background to the sense o f presence 
experience or experiences, or is there anything else you want to add about the 
circumstances of your life at that stage, or the time in between (K: mm) ... all this 
happening and having the sense of presence experience. I mean you said it almost 
started around the time of her death (K: mm), so maybe there was not much (K: yeah), 
no time elapsing (K: no)...
K: No really, in fact exactly no time.
213
I: That’s the synchronicity bit you were saying.
K: Yeah, yeah.
I: So, well, if  you want then, if  you’re happy, maybe we can move on to talking (K: 
Mmhm) about the experience or experiences themselves. I wonder if  you could just 
describe to me, you know, in as much detail as you can what you experienced, where 
you were and how it felt.
K: Do dreams count in this, or what do you, is it gonna be when I’m ali- when I’m 
real (laughs), when I’m awake?
I: Well, I think it’s what it means to you really. And if  it feels to you in the dream that 
this is her presence, then that is an experience of sensing the presence...
K: OK. Well, I’ve got them in both, I mean when I’m, you know, waking and 
dreaming, but I suppose, maybe just to say about the first dream, because it was so 
significant, and I do definitely believe that I was there. Maybe that makes, I’ll just say 
that, and if  it’s not as relevant, we’ll move on to the next ones, but urn I think it was, 
yeah, I just woke up at, and I looked at the clock and it was 7:01 in [country], and I’d 
had the most profound dream that I was in a hospital and I was walking along a 
corridor with this little old lady who had like a zimmer frame, and she was really frail 
and really old, and I was walking by her side, and it was, it smelled o f hospitals. It just 
wasn’t very nice. It was very hospitaly, and I had the classic dream really that there 
was a kind of tunnel o f white light and we were heading towards it. It was a bit space 
age. It wasn’t kind o f [singing evocative o f angels], it was a bit more like. It wasn’t 
like a yellowy white (I: yes), it was a spacecraft white. I don’t know, it was weird. It 
was a bit like those space films, and we walked up to it, and she said, ‘Oh I’m’, she 
said, ‘It’s my time. I’m going in and you’re not coming with me.’ And I felt a bit like 
‘oh’, ‘ok, I’m not coming with you’, and she walked into this tunnel of light, and I 
walked off to the left and I woke up and it was 7:01, and I got a phone-call a couple of 
hours later to say that she had died at 7:01, [ ]  it was exactly the moment. Exactly the 
moment that she died. And I didn’t know she was, you know she could have hung on 
for weeks, months. I mean it was, you know, it wasn’t like I knew.
I: It’s quite sort of goosepimply!
K: I know! It’s weird, isn’t it (I: yeah)? And I think I have always, in some ways I felt 
I didn’t deserve that dream almost, cos it was such a kind o f significant dream that 
really made me think that I was there, with her (I: yes), seeing her into crossing over, 
and I wasn’t her actual daughter. I still can’t quite, you know, work out why I was 
given that dream. I didn’t feel like quite I deserved it but
I: And was that immediately on your mind?
K: I think so, ever since I had it really, almost like I didn’t shout about it too much, 
because I just didn’t want people to think that I was claiming a relationship that I 
hadn’t had or, I mean everyone knew we were very close, but
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I: So almost embarrassing?
K: It felt too personal, like for me to actually be there, it should be like family in that 
moment of crossing over, and yet, so I was a bit embarrassed and a bit kind of like I 
was sharing this really intimate moment. And the other bit I took from that, I suppose, 
was that, I think the message to me was that in the dream she was a little old lady and 
I suppose that’s the other thing that’s helped me to hold on to the sense o f non­
randomness was that I have interpreted that to mean that it was her time, that actually 
in her lifespan she was a little old lady (I: yeah), that it was meant to be. She was 
always gonna go at age 50. So I think, that was, you know, that’s been something that 
helped.
I: That there was some kind o f completion.
K: Yeah, true, like I was there actually, yeah, you know. And it was completing for 
her, and I think the only reason she held on for two weeks so was that everyone else 
could get all right with it, so that was one...
I: When you woke up from that and you hadn’t yet had that phone-call, can you 
remember what, how you felt and what your thoughts were?
K: Yeah, I think I felt very shocked, um a bit concerned that I’d had a dream about a 
tunnel of light, um but also quite um ... I suppose it did bring me do, you know, I did 
feel that sense o f closeness that I had been missing by being [abroad] while she was 
ill... Yeah, there was something quite um like I say intimate about it, like it just felt 
quite intimate and connected really.
I: So it also had something comforting that you felt her.
K: Yeah, it’s definitely been comforting as soon as I woke up and when I heard that 
she’d actually died. I think it felt very, it was a huge source of comfort really, a) I had 
been able to be there in some way and that it felt like it was her, the right time for her 
to go um ... Mmh. I think it was all a bit shocking cos it was all caught up with her 
actually dying (I: yes). Maybe the later ones when I knew she was dead brought a 
different sense to it.
I: That maybe also the shock then o f hearing o f her death that this prevented you 
perhaps from really maybe enjoying the content o f the dream.
K: Although I have to say I think it just really helped. I think it really helped even 
through that shocking period, although I’m a bit embarrassed about having that dream, 
cos it feels quite intimate um. It’s also yeah
I: Almost like you shouldn’t have had that close relationship with her that you could 
be there spiritually.
K: Yeah, and in some ways it made me think, well, I wasn’t just making it up. We 
were really connected. She does mean a lot to me um, you know. Three years later I
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still kind of cry sometimes when I like think about it. So it was comforting, definitely, 
through that time. Mm. (I: Mm) Yeah.
I: And I think when you were saying sort of concern that you had a dream of a tunnel 
of light, my, my sort of thought at that moment was that it brought the confrontation 
with your own death or the possibility of what would it be like. And when she said, it 
is just me going, that, it still bears this possibility almost that it could, you could, or 
could you have gone through? Did that cross your mind at all that you were therefore 
also close to death in a way, in some way, even though you weren’t going there?
K: I think, I think, if I remember rightly in the dream I was a bit disappointed that I 
wasn’t going into this lovely little light (both laughing). I think I was quite happy to 
go in really which I don’t know what that says about me. Um um, yeah, it’s funny 
though, because if I think about death just in my waking life, it feels, you know, a bit 
scary and unknown and, you know, probably gonna be suffering aren’t you, doesn’t 
feel nice but then um I think about that light, there was absolutely no fear or ‘oh no, 
this is it’ or at all, it just felt very natural, it just felt very ... in fact, it felt much better 
than the crappy old hospital that we were walking through. So in some ways it was the 
better place. I suppose if I think about it, it makes me think that I’d be less scared from 
having that experience (I: Mmhm)... if it was real.
I: And you said you felt embarrassed about it and that you’ve not, that you didn’t 
make a big thing out of it. I’m just wondering, did you talk, did you tell people?
K: I did tell a few people. I think I did tell the team that I was working with at one 
point that I had... yeah, I suppose what it, I think there was a mixture of I might be 
seen as a bit weird and also ... but I think also more I just didn’t, and I guess it was 
different if it had been my spouse or something that I had been dreaming about but I 
guess there is that additional thing of it being, that I shouldn’t really, am I just making 
this up cos I wanted to be closer. Am I a bit o f a drama queen? You know, some 
people I told were like, ‘Oh my God, that is amazing!’ you know. Um I thought I 
better not publicise it too widely, just in case.
I: Also maybe a concern how others might view you, that they m igh t... what kind of?
K: Yeah. I think they’d think that I was weird. Or that I’m just a drama queen and 
making it up, you know that I’m wanting attention out of this. Some people get off on 
high drama and emotion, don’t they? And grief is a high emotion, and I just didn’t 
wanna be seen that somehow I’d, you know, made it up. I mean I definitely didn’t, 
and you know the timing was exactly right, so um...
I: That also was a bit like a proof or some definite um evidence, I don’t know, what 
you had felt before anyway but it seemed to alm ost...
K: Yeah, it’s one of those times if I look back and think, OK, well what proof do I 
have that I believe in an afterlife or in a spiritual world, I think back to that dream. I 
remember it so vividly, looking at my alarm clock as I woke up, I don’t often do that 
either, so why I felt compelled to know the exact time, it was all just very interesting, 
just very synchronistic it felt.
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I: Yeah, and um, and did you have... you said you had more experiences later and I 
wondered if  you’d like to tell me a bit about those?
K: I’ve definitely had experiences where, I’ve had experiences where I’ve um, I’m 
quite a kin-, I’m quite a feeling person, so if  I’m gonna, I feel as if  she’s standing right 
next to me a couple o f times when I’ve just felt quite, there’s been times when I felt 
low but it’s not just around that. There’s also been times when I’ve just been out in 
nature or something where (I: Mmhm), you know, perhaps there was that connection 
more. I don’t know. Is that true though? Let me think, cos I don’t just want to make it 
sound like it’s just where I felt connected with her, because I think there’s been times 
when it’s come upon me quite randomly when I’ve just been reading a book or 
something but um I suppose one time I was, it was when I was in [country], and every 
morning we do like a run, and people stand on different sides o f the road kind of 
calling you like up the hill and encouraging you, and I was just standing there waiting 
for it all to happen, and, you know, it was really early in the morning, and I just got an 
overwhelming sense that she was standing there, but I didn’t see her or image it in my 
mind, just this overwhelming sense o f um of her presence really, o f her just. It’s so 
hard to explain, isn’t it? (I: yeah) But it just, I could just, it’s like when you know that 
someone’s looking at you from behind or you know that someone’s standing behind 
you.
I: So you felt her behind you.
K: Kind o f just to my left side, really strongly. I can almost feel it again, you know, 
like it was so strong, it’s such a memory um as if  she just had an arm on my shoulder 
and was really standing there, and I felt very emotional. And it’s weird cos I wasn’t 
really thinking about her, you know, you think ‘oh, I’m conjuring her up because I’m 
thinking o f her’, but I definitely had a few experiences like that, that she would just be 
there.
I: And would you always know immediately when you felt it that it was her?
K: Um, I wouldn’t feel something. It wasn’t that I felt something and then kind of 
attributed it to her. The first thing I’d have was just a knowing (I: Mmhm) that it was 
her. That would come, I don’t know quite how it was all, what came first, because it 
all happened very quickly but the sense was like, oh, almost like a, almost like a 
shock, like actually someone tapping you on the shoulder, it was like I felt something 
and then went, ‘oh I wonder what that is?’ It was like a ‘Oh, hello?’ kind of a shocked 
thing, I suppose.
I: And would you have other senses involved? I mean this feeling was like a knowing 
and then would there be any sense, senses?
K: Um ... I ... I’m trying to ... in some ways there was almost, I know some people 
say they smell like a fragrance. It wasn’t like it was very, very strong, but there was 
definitely, I think probably my nose was involved in, you know, just sort o f just 
having that scent o f her house and that just, you know, that smell o f hers was 
definitely just there a little bit, I think um. But I think also, and this is probably the bit
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that I wouldn’t say so much, cos it makes me feel that I sound a bit crazy but, not that 
her voice is coming from an outside source as I’m hearing yours, but definitely there’s 
been moments that I felt her encouragement or almost like it’s her words in my mind 
coming very randomly, you know (I: yes), and that’s hard to explain, how I know that 
it’s not my thoughts but...
I: It felt like it came from her.
K: Yeah, in my experience it just felt like, it wasn’t like your voice now, but it wasn’t 
my normal thoughts either. It was kind o f a different tone, you know, just been very 
encouraging times and things.
I: So um can you give me some examples o f that -  if  you want?
K: Well, yeah, there was one time where, the first book, the first [specialist subject] 
book I picked up actually, just at the beginning when I was just like, ‘Oh, this whole 
world exists. How exciting!’ You know, like I was really excited about this. And I was 
reading through the first [specialist subject] book and there was just a moment where I 
was reading, and I was feeling quite -  and you know when you just find something 
new that really inspires you -  and I guess I was just in an open state actually, cos I 
was just, it felt like my senses were quite open and I was excited, and I just had this 
sense, and it felt like it was from her, just going ‘This is it.’ Like in that just kind of, 
you know, and, I don’t know, it just felt like it was her. I took it to mean it was her 
saying ‘Pay attention. This is important.’ And ‘This is why we were connected.’ You 
know, it just suddenly made sense really, [ ] and how it was all suddenly coming 
together in my life too, and I think, I wonder if  that’s how, as I’m talking about it now, 
you know I think, at the time I just went, ‘Oh thanks’ and like carried on, but as I 
think about it now, I think probably what she always saw in me was something to do 
with ... with that, you know, so when I picked up the first book, it was almost like she 
was she had intended that to be there.
I: You found something that was already there.
K: Yeah, yeah, so that’s definitely a strong memory I have, of just having this kind of 
internal voice which didn’t sound like mine, which felt like it was from her, just 
saying ‘This is it.’
I: Like this voice being different from having your own thoughts or hearing, or 
memories o f someone’s voice, but experientially a completely different quality.
K: It felt very real. Yeah. Like I can almost see it coming ... down and through rather 
than just being created in my brain. It’s a different. It’s hard to explain that, isn’t it, 
differences o f voice and things, cos obviously in our society explaining any voice 
which isn’t the thoughts that you have sounds absolutely bonkers, doesn’t it? But um, 
but to me it just felt very sudden and different, and what came with it was that sense 
of her, almost like the room gets more full for me as well, like it’s a, I have that 
feeling sometimes, especially, you know, around her and around my granddad, almost 
like the room has got a bit bigger or more full, there’s something more, like I’m 
walking through... you know, like water rather than air, but not quite the same as
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water (I: Mmhm), a substance in between water and air (I: yes), that’s just a bit more 
kind of, that’s just a bit thicker somehow.
I: When you feel her, or do you have that sense anyway sometimes?
K: No when, when, yeah, it’ll be around the same time that I’ll hear, that I’ll feel that 
she’s around or that there’s comfort or that I hear that voice or there’s something, I 
don’t, it just feels like, that’s the other way maybe that I experience her presence is 
that I just feel that the room is a bit more full actually almost, it sounds a bit weird.
I: It’s very interesting.
K: I know it makes me sound completely nuts but um, you know, it’s what I feel, so...
I: And, and it’s, and you have these, I mean when she’s encourage-, is it always 
encouraging? Do you have different types o f communication, or what feels like her 
speaking?
K: I’d say comfort, comfort and ... like a, you know, if  there’s been times when I’ve 
just lost my faith in things a bit or just gone 6Oh, it’s all just rubbish and no-one’s 
actually around and you know, this life is just random and I’m all alone ... there’s 
been, not every time at all, so it’s not like I conjure it to make myself feel better, but 
there’s been one or two times where that sense has happened where I just feel her 
standing next to me and it’s almost, you know, saying, ‘Oh, that’s not true.’ Like ‘I’m 
here’. So it has felt like that, but that’s not happened very often, so it’s not like, you 
know, every time I get sad or just a couple o f times.
I: And have you, can you will it? Is it possible for you to actively access that 
experience? Or have you tried?
K: ... Mm ... I don’t know really. I suppose in my belief system, if  I was just to really 
ask for her help, then potentially I don’t, I haven’t actually. I don’t know if  it’s been as 
a direct result of me saying, ‘Naomi, where are you?’ that I would feel it. In fact 
sometimes, it’s been the exact opposite really where I’ve not been believing in 
anything but it’s all happened (I: yes) really. So don’t know if  it’s, yeah, I haven’t 
really ever been that I’ve sat there and ‘I really want to connect with you.’
I: So it’s almost also like that she restores something or can-
K: Mm. Yeah, there’s a couple of times
I: -or has the power or ability to restore something for you.
K: Yeah, I felt like she’s maybe, I suppose cos my belief is that maybe she has turned 
into some kind of guide that I now feel it as if  it’s quite guiding energy or quite sort o f  
restoring.
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I: So and you had said something angelic about her. And I wonder (K: yeah) how that 
image of angel is something that you would use in your conceptualisation or whether 
that’s not quite what you....
K: Yeah, I think not angel in the classic sense of she suddenly sprouted wings and 
now (laughs) like has a halo, but in my belief that we are on earth on a spiritual and 
evolutionary path that doesn’t just exist in this world, that means that when we die 
we’re still on this path and we’re still evolving and we’re still spirits, connected, that 
actually she was always a really highly evolved spirit. I mean it was obvious that there 
was something about her that was different, and everyone knew it. I think she was 
whipped off the planet to kind of help more, you know. I do think that in her 
evolutionary path she is probably quite um ... quite a guide or you know. She was 
always very conscious, always very highly aware, so I don’t doubt that that hasn’t 
continued post-death really but
I: That that her development continues.
K: Mm, yeah. If you like, her job now is a g-, she was always a guide on earth, and 
now I think, I would, you know, believe that she is a, she has a similar job (I: yeah) in 
her spiritual development off the planet really. That sounds absolutely crazy (laughs) 
but that’s what I believe.
I: O ff the planet or? Off with one f  or with two? I’m ju s t...
K: As in off the planet physically but still in some spiritually guiding mode. I don’t 
know what jobs they have up there. Something like, yeah.
I: And these experiences like the presence, have you spoken to others about those at 
all?
K: With spiritually like-minded people that would understand that, I have um ... I go 
to a spiritual development group, you know, so there that’s common language, talking 
to dead relatives (laughs), that’s what we do. Um, so in those circles, yes, um. With 
her son, I kind of stopped doing that really. It felt a bit difficult. I don’t know where 
he’s at in his stage of grief. And ... yeah, I think we shared slightly different spiritual 
beliefs, although he does believe in an afterlife of sorts. So she didn’t just die to him 
either but um that’s, yeah, that’s a bit awkward. And I even sent an e-mail to him 
recently actually, because um I had a dream, a really strong, another really strong 
dream that she was in and it was sort of almost like a message for him, and actually it 
was quite accurate that he’d said ‘Yes, that was what was going on’, but I don’t know 
how much he really, I don’t know, I mean he appreciated it, and he loves me and he’s 
happy about it (I: yeah) um but I think it’s too painful a reminder, so I (I: yeah), 
there’s a bit of a barrier really, and that’s the difficult thing about being very, very 
close to someone that’s not your family (I: Mm). I guess that’s how you’d feel if you 
were the mistress and someone’s husband died, you know, so you suddenly don’t have 
any rights to feel these things or to have them. It feels quite similar in that way, cos 
I’m not blood relative, I don’t have the right to have these experiences almost.
I: It’s also a bit of a rivalry perhaps, maybe that’s too strong a word.
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K: Yeah, I think rivalry is too strong a word, well, I don’t know what happens to him.
I: That you should have these dreams and not him perhaps, or maybe he has them too?
K: Yeah, I don’t know. I don’t think that that is how he would feel, cos he knew that 
we were very connected and, you know, was quite understanding o f that connection 
and you know. I just think it’s all too painful to him if  anything, that’s why rather 
than, ‘Oh I want those dreams.’ Although there might be something about him not 
feeling connected to her: at the moment he’s turned all her pictures round, you know, 
is trying to sort o f distance himself from it, so maybe there’s something in there...
I: Yes, and um, so... just thinking about where I am here (looking at schedule)... (K: 
That’s all right).
K: Actually, just something that’s come to mind. I do feel quite alone in it, though, 
sometimes, because I’m not her actual daughter, like a little bit alone in those feelings, 
so maybe sometimes, as much as it’s lovely to have that connection with her and 
feeling that, I also do feel a bit awkward about it, cos like I keep saying, cos I don’t 
know if  I have the right to feel them.
I: Yes, yes, like you said, like being the mistress, or like what is sometimes called 
‘disenfranchised grief, they call that in the bereavement literature (K: Mm. OK) 
People who grieve for someone with whom they, for instance, have had an affair, or 
who they were an illegitimate child or all sorts of, all sorts o f relationships, and it 
sounds like it is almost a bit like that the relationship was, that the nature o f the 
relationship could not be so publicly acknowledged (K: Mm, mm), maybe even within 
the circle um of um (K: yeah) like-minded people, that it perhaps felt sometimes a bit 
awkward that you were so close?
K: Yeah, I think so. I think that’s why I haven’t gone back [ ] really, because I just, 
you know, I don’t know, the people have changed and ... yeah, and I think it does feel 
a bit like that, actually, as you said ‘disenfranchised grief, is that the word?
I: That’s what they’ve used, some people have used. Also, when you say T really 
haven’t got the right actually to have these experiences or to have that level o f grief or 
relationship now, that it kind of isolates you a little bit in that grieving (K: yeah, yeah, 
yeah), or in the continuation of your relationship with her, sort of, like it can be 
acknowledged to an extent, but it feels like the true extent (K: Mm) is difficult to have 
acknowledged or to share.
K: I think even in my mind as well really, the feelings I had when she died, and the 
connection we shared and all those spiritual things that happened, and then actually 
the amount o f hours we were ever in each other’s company, you know rationally it’s 
hard for me to kind of even let myself feel that sad or, you know, because, even to me 
rationally sometimes I think, ‘Oh I wonder what?’ you know, but we had a profound 
connection from the beginning and I think sometimes you just have, you are 
connected or you’re not, aren’t you? (I: Mm) Some friends I have for life and I’m not 
as connected I meet for a week or something, and I know it’s not about time that
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makes you connected, but um, I think even in me I feel a bit like it’s dispropor-, my 
experiences since and my feeling o f her and my dreams and the synchronicity around 
her dying and me being a part o f that outweigh the actual amount o f time we spent 
together. Although I know what she would say. She’d be like, ‘That’s rubbish!’ you 
know. ‘You’re my soul daughter and that’s the way it is.’ But um, but yeah.
I: Yes, it’s like there’s a bit o f a mismatch between the significance o f the relationship 
in spiritual terms and then the significance in public-
K: -or on just a random physical level.
I: Physical, everyday level
K: Yeah, yeah, exactly. I suppose she, and I suppose she represented a lot as well, I 
suppose. So there was probably a lot more that went into that, I suppose.
I: From yourself or?
K: Yeah, to me she represented nurturing mother, guide, mentor on ear-, like from the 
course, and really been someone that sort o f chivvied me along into believing in 
myself. And she had that role as well, that was quite significant. I think there was a lot 
of, when she died oh like, ‘Da, I didn’t use her enough! She was a source o f wisdom. I 
didn’t get a chance to, you know, suck her mind dry (both laughing) o f all her 
amazing wisdom. And I know that’s how her son feels, you know, like, what a waste 
of a grandm-, to not have her as a grandmother, because she would just be the best 
grandmother ever, I mean she was just amazing. I think there’s a sense o f ..., you 
know, not using her to her full, but there’s always this, there’s always this regret that 
you haven’t said enough or you haven’t done enough. Since then, I think it’s also 
maybe remember that a bit more, I suppose, with the people living, not to take them 
for granted as much, I suppose.
I: So that it has had that effect.
K: Mm, yeah, not all the time (both laughing). I still take them for granted, but when I 
remember it, I think, ‘Oh God, yeah, you could lose anyone, even the people that you 
just don’t think God would take, you could lose them too. Sorry, anyway, I went off 
on an aside.
I: No, not at all. Not at all. It’s very relevant. To me anyway.
K: OK. Good.
I: And if  it is to you, then it’s definitely relevant 
K: OK. Good.
I: Um, so just wanted sort o f move more also now -  although we covered a lot already 
-  into meaning-making and so on, and, and just wondering if  you, thinking about what 
it means to you personally, I mean you said that already, having had that mentoring,
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but, but talking, looking at it more in terms of the sense of presence experience, 
having had these experiences or having them, what it means to you, to you personally 
or your sense o f self?
K: Yeah, I think it ... reminds me when I, reminds me that there is something more 
than this life, and when I get all stressed and, you know, bogged down and what am I 
gonna have for dinner, having those experiences just reminds me that there is 
something bigger to life and that things go on, you know, and that’s quite awe­
inspiring in itself really but um if  it’s not the end, which I, which these experiences 
have helped me to hold on to, then that’s quite exciting really, that it’s not just the end, 
you know. It’s helped my self-esteem a lot, [ ] but um, in the, if  someone like her, who 
was so loved and respected by thousands o f people, would almost kind o f bother to 
come and visit me post-death, that actually, you know, I guess, I guess it’s another 
experience o f what she was trying to teach me on earth (I: Mmhm), that I was 
worthwhile, and seen and relevant.
I: And also really validating.
K: Yeah, validating our connection, I think. Um ... yeah, if  I think about it now, I 
think that’s what it means to me, is that I’m worthwhile and I’m seen, because I’m 
having those experiences as well as the more comforting um, you know, the comfort 
factor o f it.
I: And thinking about your relationship with her, and obviously you’ve already talked 
about that and that there’s some kind of illegitimate element in terms o f the sort of 
actual, everyday level but in spiritual terms you said it’s a, it’s an ongoing 
relationship.
K: Yeah, I think it’s just changed but it’s ongoing.
I: And has the relationship changed, or is it still the relationship you’ve had?
K: Mm...um ...
I: Has it changed as a result o f the sense o f presence experiences?
K: Yeah, I think in a way it’s consolidated, I I, you know, maybe consolidated ... 
what I felt was there, which was the spiritual connection. And I suppose, I mean, I 
suppose it’s not a sense of presence, but something that happened recently. Someone 
was going through an old e-mail account and dug up an e-mail that Naomi had sent 
her, saying ‘I’ve just got off the phone with Kathy, and boy, do I love her!’ And she 
copied and pasted just that and said, ‘I think you really need to hear this.’ And it was 
on a day when I had been thinking about her, so I think she was speaking through, I 
think she was still telling me she loved me, um and, yeah, those kind of consolidate 
that it was a two-way thing, and in some ways I feel closer to her now than I did when 
she was alive, I think.
I: And it sounds like, you know, there’s, there is still sort of a two-way relationship 
then?
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K: Mm. Well, definitely the, yeah, through the dreams and through the e-mail, I felt 
that it was two-way in my belief.
I: But also you’re turning to her or you address her, in your thinking?
K: Yeah, occasionally, occasionally I’ve sort o f said, especially around relationships, 
actually, because she was really big on just really following your heart, following your 
bliss, I mean she, you know, she left a long-term marriage and followed her bliss and 
married her soul mate but had to kind of do quite an acrimonious divorce in order to 
do that, and yes, she was always kind o f one for ‘Kathy, you just don’t know when it’s 
gonna happen. You’ve just gotta trust. Keep your heart open.’ So around men I will 
kind of go, ‘Naomi, seriously, like can you just, just try and sort it out up there. Just 
send me the good ones!’ (both laughing) So I think around relationships I call on her 
quite a lot. I think her energy could help me with that one (both laughing).
I: Her encouragement and, and also thinking that she might help you with meeting (K: 
yeah) a soul mate-
K: Yeah, that that’s possible. Definitely.
I: -or the soul mate?
K: Yeah, well, I don’t know. I suppose my, she would be part o f a collective o f non­
physical guides and beings that I believe helps me, you know, angels that kind of 
thing that would help.
I: A collective.
K: Yeah, that she’s part o f something collective. I don’t, I’m not into, yeah, I don’t 
just think it’s her and she’s my guardian angel now. I don’t, I definitely don’t believe 
that. I know some people like to kind of think that that their, you know, their mother 
has now become their guardian angel. 11 don’t really believe that. I think she’s part of 
a bigger system of what, however the universe organises itself, that is maybe watching 
out for me, or helping or guiding me along the way. I think she’ll be part of that 
collective.
I: Mm. But there are also other ... members of that.
I: Angels, yeah, maybe just more, yeah that aren’t relatives or people I’ve known that 
have passed over, cos that would be a long explanation but I suppose other, you know, 
souls on their journeys that, that have a job, that their job is to help me (laughs) or, 
you know, that we’ve got some kind o f contract, in its simplest language, that’s how I 
see it.
I: Some kind of contact or contract?
K: Contract. Yeah, I guess I mean that there’s a reason why there, maybe you have 
certain angels or certain guides that are kind of, that have come alongside you in this 
life to help you do in this life whatever it is you are meant to be doing and that will
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guide you and help you. I don’t think she is my personal guide. I probably think she’s 
someone that, don’t know, floats around occasionally to come and help or something, 
I think, which feels quite... and I suppose that helps me to think that she’s still got a 
purpose and still has a place in the universe and still has a ..., you know, still has a 
reason for being post, being alive on earth I think. I don’t know if  that just helps me or 
whether that’s true, it’s all a don’t know really, isn’t it, but that’s how I, and her sense 
of presence I guess for me ... helps that become a bit more real, that I feel her and 
therefore she’s probably still around doing stuff.
I: And that’s purposeful as well.
K: Yeah, it’s divinely, it’s divinely orchestrated and that there’s a purpose for it.
I: And has having, or what’s your understanding o f the meaning o f this experience for 
other relationships or for having sense of presence experiences?
K: You mean for relationships here?
I: Other, yes (K: Physically?) other people or any other relationships (K: Um) maybe 
other spiritual relationships.
K: Since she died, I’ve felt my granddad, I’ve grieved for my granddad more since she 
died um and I, almost like, almost like her dying and having those dreams, which was 
so strong and literally tapping me on the shoulder in a way I hadn’t experienced 
before, opened me up to thinking about my granddad who died when I was 20, and, 
you know, I was just, I don’t think you grieve the same when you are 20 as when you 
are 30 about things personally, for me anyway. I felt a bit more distanced, a bit more 
detached. I suddenly kind of re-awoke to that grief and then his presence and noticing 
more signs from him and feeling him around more and being more connected. So in 
some ways, it’s opened up that spiritual relationship. Um ... and... relationships on 
earth? I’m not sure that that’s necessarily changed or impacted. I’m not quite sure if  
you mean a certain thing around that but I think-
I: Well, we touched on that when you said here you can talk about it-
K: OK, whether it’s kind o f alienated me from certain people.
I: Whether that’s something you share or whether, yes, perhaps?
K: I bonded with her son over it, for a while, but I think then, in some ways it’s not 
helped. It’s not helping now, you know, that connection, but for a while it was 
bonding... In some ways, now her death is like nearly three years ago, I guess it’s 
awkward, you know, in the six months post-death when you’ve got the funeral and the 
blogs going up, and it all feels like you’re suddenly connected with everyone and then, 
if  I bring up her name now, it seems slightly more redundant or slightly more like-
I: With others?
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K: Yeah, like, say if I just go ‘Oh, do you remember?’ Unless it’s like her really, 
unless it’s like the closer kind of people (I: Mmhm), certain people in [country], that 
sometimes I think, oh I’ll just phone them, because they know her so well (I: yeah) 
and we can have that connection, like if I go to the organisation now, most people 
don’t even know who Naomi is, because most of them haven’t [ ] and I haven’t been 
to [country] [ ] since she died. Yeah, it’s alienated a little bit.
I: Yeah, and I mean, we spoke a bit about your belief systems and um how that was 
affected by, you know, the death and the experiences and so on, and I’m wondering if 
you think about all that again, how do you view these events and their role for your 
belief system now, if you sort o f try and take a sort o f overall look at it all?
K: Um, that the presence of the deceased experiences have impacted my spirit-, my 
beliefs?
I: Yes, and how the death impacted on the beliefs and what role the sense of presence 
experience played in all this. I mean you said that there was a bit of this questioning 
(K: Mm, yeah) but it didn’t really shatter your whole worldview. It was more like, um 
it didn’t quite make sense.
K: Yeah, sort of a temporary, not a shattering, but a temporary um... yeah, it does 
rock the belief that things happen for a reason when something so random and actually 
so ... yeah, like, um it was such a waste to lose her. If I could think of anyone on earth 
to lose it wouldn’t have been her. It just seemed so crazy to lose her, who was so 
amazing, whereas these other people don’t do as much and don’t touch as many 
people’s lives and things, so that was a bit like ‘I don’t get it’ um ... but I think I’ve 
managed to kind of put that, I think the sense of presence and the dreams have 
definitely helped me with that. I think I got some very clear signs that it was her time 
to go, you know, around the death um, and also from what other people who had very 
strong sense of presence as she was dying had similar experiences being her time 
and... and, you know, the people she told beforehand about the will and about ‘if I 
die, then do this’, and I think that all helped, you know, for me to feel that it wasn’t so 
random um ... yeah, I think in some ways it brings me closer to what I’ve always 
believed. It makes an experiential flavour to the kind of belief system I always had 
about there being life after death (I: aha), like it was just a thing I read in books that I 
knew it was true, that kind of resonated with me, and I knew it was true, and I had 
some experiences as a child where I saw ... ghosts and spirits whatever, so but that 
was when I was very little, so I think since then it’s always been like, ‘What was that a 
dream? Was I making it up? Was I just crazy? If I’d had a different parent, would I be 
on psychotic drugs by now? And these adult experiences post Naomi dying have made 
me think more about, you know, giving me some experiential, almost proof, like you 
said, in my world anyway, that the beliefs I have are real, for me anyway, and I 
completely understand that other people would think they are mad and others don’t 
have them, you know, but you can only go by what you experience yourself, can’t 
you?
I: So really confirmed something for you (K: yeah) or brought some other level, some 
other dimension into it that was more in your mind before?
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K: Yeah, more like stuff I’d read in books that I sort o f knew was true but I didn’t 
know why, and then these experiences, especially like the dreams, especially the first 
dream (I: yes) where I was with her ... I can’t explain that any other way really.
I: Very powerful proof.
K: Yeah, yeah proof for me, although I don’t use that word gen- you know, cos I 
know you can’t prove those things. You know, I get bored with the people that tell 
me, ‘Well, if you believe it really, then prove it.’ It’s all about personal experience, 
isn’t it? I don’t care if  other people don’t believe it really but um, but for me definitely 
in my life, I can say even though I’m still scared o f death, because, o f course, it’s 
weird, it’s unknown and you probably gonna have some weird illness or something 
will happen before you die which don’t really want to go through, that if  there is 
another side that is, that continues on and it’s as nice as what I saw in my dream, it’s 
OK, I feel less anxious (laughs).
I: Well, that basically covers what I wanted to ask. Is there anything you wanted to 
add?
K: No. I’ve rambled quite enough about it all (laughs).
I: Thank you very much. That’s been absolutely wonderful and exciting and 
interesting to hear.
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‘Ithought they should know ... that daddy is not completely gone*: 
A case study of sense-of-presence experiences in bereavement and 
family meaning-making
The frequently-reported experience of ‘sensing the presence of the deceased’ in 
bereavement is often studied as an intra-psychic event, leaving out the contexts in 
which such experiences occur and are made sense of. Bereavement tends to be a family 
event, and this study aimed to explore the experiences, responses and 
conceptualisations of sense-of-presence experiences in terms of family meaning-making 
and specifically to explore what role(s) if any, sense-of-presence experiences might 
play in a bereaved family. To arrive at a contextualised understanding of the 
phenomenon, a case study framework was chosen, using group and individual 
interviews and ethnographically derived observations in a father-bereavedfamily in the 
south of England over a period of six months. Interview data were analysed from a 
pluralist interpretative stance, applying both phenomenological and social 
constructionist perspectives to the same data set, with ethnographic observations added 
where relevant. It was observed that there was a division between the mother, who had 
derived much personal benefit from sense-of-presence experiences which she wanted to 
share with the children, and the children, who dismissed the experiences as non- 
veridical, scientifically explicable phenomena that were incompatible with their own 
worldviews and how they made sense of their father’s death.
Keywords: anomalous experience; bereavement; continuing bonds; family systems; meaning- 
making; sense of presence
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Introduction
Although it is increasingly maintained in the bereavement literature that there is now a 
growing understanding of the complexity o f grief, both in terms o f individual 
differences and varying contextual factors (e.g. Archer, 2008), the emphasis o f much 
bereavement research is still on intra-psychic aspects of grieving. Even less traditional 
approaches to grief processes such as the meaning reconstruction perspective 
(Neimeyer, 2001, 2006) have, for example, underemphasised the significance of 
socio-cultural considerations, both in terms o f the relational dimensions of 
renegotiating meaning in interaction with others and the necessity o f drawing on 
socially-sanctioned conceptual frameworks in this process (e.g. Gillies & Neimeyer, 
2006).
Drawing on cross-cultural findings, the continuing bonds perspective (Klass, 
Silverman, & Nickman, 1996) has emphasised socio-cultural aspects o f bereavement 
and, opposing the former Western bereavement goal o f detachment from the deceased, 
has shown that ongoing relationships with the deceased are normal and often 
beneficial aspects o f bereavement.
One common continuing bond expression, the experience o f ‘sensing the 
presence of the deceased’, constitutes an interesting phenomenon in this context. 
Sense-of-presence experiences can involve clearly sensory impressions such as the 
visual, auditory, tactile and olfactory perception o f the deceased or the quasi-sensory 
subjective but (experienced as) veridical ‘feeling o f presence’ o f the deceased 
(Bennett & Bennett, 2000; Grimby, 1998). Although presence-sensing is generally 
perceived positively (Rees, 2001), bereavement research has regarded it as a form of  
‘denial’ or ‘searching behaviour’, a temporary disruption of healthy functioning that 
needs to be overcome either spontaneously or with the help o f grief therapy (e.g. 
Bowlby, 1998; Field, 2006, 2008; Lindemann, 1944; Parkes, 1970, 1998; Worden 
2001).
In a literature review o f which the researcher was the first author, it was 
proposed that this experience can be conceptualised as a spiritual phenomenon but that 
socially sanctioned conceptual frameworks mediated within a validating social context 
need to be available for these experiences to be meaningfully integrated and for post- 
traumatic growth to occur (Steffen & Coyle, 2010). Building on this review, a
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qualitative study investigating the role this experience may play in meaning-making 
processes found that personal growth or finding meaning through the experience 
beyond immediate coping concerns required the availability o f spiritual/religious 
frameworks which could be adopted or, if  available but discrepant, could be 
accommodated to meaningfully integrate the experience (Steffen & Coyle, 2011).
While it was beyond the scope o f that investigation to examine the perceivers’ 
social contexts, there was some indication that their contexts not only impacted on 
their sense-making but also that their experiences had wider social implications, for 
example when feeling ‘singled out’ by the deceased or feeling they had been given a 
message for others or when experiencing discrepancies between their subjective 
experience and their belief system. Another important area that could not be explored 
at depth was perceivers’ reported reluctance to disclose the experience to others, even 
significant others. Bereavement is generally a family event, and the way family 
members make shared sense o f this event could be critical for individual meaning- 
making which in turn may impact on family meaning-making (Nadeau, 2008). Due to 
the ‘privatisation o f grief (Walter, 1999), it can be difficult to engage in shared 
meaning-making in the contemporary West, placing greater demands on bereavement 
counselling and therapy. How bereaved families experience and respond to this 
common and yet ‘controversial’ phenomenon is a significant practice-relevant area of  
research, especially from a counselling psychology perspective with its emphasis on 
the contextual and relational dimensions o f human experience (Rafalin, 2010). 
Furthermore, although counselling psychologists mainly work with individuals, the 
discipline’s emphasis on the context o f the individual may place practitioners in a 
good position to include family work in their practice (Alilovic & Yassine, 2010).
Using grounded theory, Nadeau (2008) studied family meaning-making in 
bereavement, but the significance of sense-of-presence experiences was not explored. 
While Nadeau -  coming from a clinical background -  suggested a ‘systemic’ 
approach, a methodological framework that incorporates a contextual focus may be 
particularly suited. Doran and Downing-Hansen (2006) employed ethnography to 
investigate grief in Mexican American families, and although they did not foreground • 
sense-of-presence experiences, this was one o f the eight common themes identified. 
Within the cultural group investigated, sense o f presence was regarded as a ‘given’ (p. 
206) that took a benevolent form.
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The present study aimed to explore the experiences, responses and 
conceptualisations of sense-of-presence experiences in terms o f family meaning- 
making and specifically to explore what role(s) if  any, sense-of-presence experiences 
might play in a bereaved family. It aimed to arrive at a contextualised understanding 
of how people experience and make (shared) sense of this phenomenon, the personal 
and social implications o f disclosing the experience and how this is perceived to 
impact, if  at all, on the family as a whole.
Method
Design
The study employed a case study design incorporating ethnographic elements to 
enable a situated representation o f the phenomenon, taking into account a range of 
perspectives and contexts.
Participants
Having obtained a favourable opinion from the University o f Surrey’s Faculty o f Arts 
and Human Sciences Ethics Committee (Appendix 1), former participants o f the 
researcher’s previous empirical study were approached by email (Appendix 2) and 
asked to forward details of the research to potential participants. Inclusion criteria 
were for families to consist of at least three members of 16 years and above, to have 
been bereaved for at least 18 months and for at least one family member to have 
reported at least one sense-of-presence experience. Three families signalled interest in 
total. Following initial meetings, two families decided not to participate, one for 
practical reasons and the other for concerns about bereavement distress. The third 
family, wich consisted of a mother and three secondary-school-age children, agreed to 
participate. Ethical approval for the lowering of the study’s age limit was sought and 
obtained (Appendix 3).
235
The recruited family was o f non-British White European background, a 
background shared coincidentally by the researcher. The family had lived in mainland 
Europe until six years previously when they relocated to the UK on account of the 
father’s work. After living in the UK for three and a half years, the father died 
relatively suddenly and unexpectedly and the mother decided to stay in the UK with 
the children so as not to disrupt the children’s friendships. Participating family 
members were the mother, her 15-16-year-old daughter Anna and her two sons, 13- 
14-year-old Neil and 12-year-old Edward. All family members described themselves 
as Roman Catholic. The mother, who had been educated to postgraduate degree level, 
rated religion and/or spirituality as ‘extremely’ important in her life, Anna and Neil as 
‘quite’ important, and Edward as ‘not very’ important.
I  was introduced to the family through a mutual acquaintance, who is also o f 
European background, is also a mother, who has participated in my previous study 
and knows my personal investment in the phenomenon as someone who has had a 
sense-of-presence experience myself and who has a strong interest in spirituality and 
religion. Having lived in England for twelve years by that point, it felt strange to 
undertake this research in a family with a similar background and who shared the 
religion o f my upbringing which I  had reconnected with in recent years. While these 
and other overlaps provided me with a number o f ‘insider’ positions, in terms o f my 
own identity, I  sometimes experienced a clash between who I  was in terms o f my 
cultural background and who I  had become within my new cultural context.
Interview schedules and data collection procedure
Primary data were interview data collected in two semi-structured group interviews 
and two individual interviews. Field notes taken following participant observation 
opportunities constituted a secondary source of data. In addition, a reflexive journal 
was kept for personal reflections on the research process. The first family interview 
schedule (Appendix 4), explored the felt absence/presence o f the deceased, the 
meaning o f the sense of presence experience^ for the family as a whole as well as
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individual family members, the relationship o f the experience with participants’ belief 
system(s) and the significance o f sharing such experiences. Following completion of 
the participant observation opportunities, a second family interview schedule 
(Appendix 5) was designed, which was amended following advice sought from the 
Ethics Committee and which explored research feedback, further thoughts on the 
experiences and their impact on the family. In addition, an individual interview 
schedule (Appendix 6) explored experiences and meaning-making since the first 
interview, thoughts about disclosure and perceived impact on the family. The 
interview schedules used open-ended questions allowing participants to describe their 
experiences and meaning-making as freely as possible with prompts and probes to 
access deeper levels o f meaning. They were, however, applied flexibly so that relevant 
unexpected avenues could be explored.
After initial telephone and face-to-face contact and assessment o f the 
appropriateness o f participation, information on the study including potential risks and 
benefits was left with the family. After several weeks, the family was contacted again 
and the first group interview was arranged. Before the interview, family members 
were given age-adapted information sheets outlining the study’s purpose and 
procedure (Appendices 7-9) and family members were asked to complete a brief 
background questionnaire (Appendix 10) and to sign age-adapted consent forms 
(Appendices 11-13). A list of support organisations was supplied (Appendix 14). 
Following the first family interview, three participant observation opportunities were 
agreed which were deemed to be connected to the father’s perceived presence or 
absence, allowing the researcher to experience and observe the family and the 
family’s contexts as relevant to the research focus. These were attending church, 
playing a board game at the family’s home and a visit to Stonehenge. Field notes were 
kept following these occasions. On completion of the participant observation phase, a 
summary o f the field notes was made available to the family prior to the second audio­
recorded group interview (Appendix 15). To enable each participant to share views 
that were perhaps difficult to talk about in a group context, family members were 
invited to participate in individual audio-recorded interviews. Only the mother and the 
daughter participated in these.
Family members were informed o f the interview’s potential to re-stimulate 
bereavement distress at the first contact and were given time to reconsider their
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preparedness to participate. Due to the researcher’s experience in counselling and 
psychotherapy, basic counselling skills could be drawn on during the interview to 
contain potential disagreements and minimise any distress. The interviews were 
digitally recorded and transcribed. Identifying details were removed and pseudonyms 
were assigned (see Appendix 16 for a sample transcript).
Analytic procedure
The chosen case study framework seemed especially well-suited to a pluralistic 
approach to qualitative research as recently presented by Nollaig Frost (2009a; 
2009b), who has explored the value o f applying different qualitative methods with 
different ontologies and epistemologies to the same data set. An extension o f Frost’s 
outline to include theoretical frameworks, ‘interpretative pluralism’ (Coyle, 2010), 
could be employed to maximise understanding. In the first instance a 
phenomenological position was chosen, as it aims to understand a specific cultural 
context or lifeworld from an insider’s perspective. Through participant observation the 
researcher attempted to share the participants’ naturalistic settings, foregrounding the 
participants’ structuring o f that world (Uzzell & Barnett, 2006), which required 
awareness o f and openness about the researcher’s own position (Doran & Downing- 
Hansen, 2006) and recognition o f the researcher’s potential impact on the 
phenomenon (Taylor, 1994). Additionally, as was shown in the author’s previous 
study (Steffen & Coyle, 2011), a focus on discursive aspects could reveal another 
important dimension within the data, for example the establishment o f credible 
accounts and warding off alternative interpretations. While readings from different 
epistemological perspectives can give rise to tensions, the adopted pluralist approach 
attempted not to prioritise one perspective over another but to allow for a ‘both/and 
epistemological and analytic stance’ (Coyle, 2010, p. 81).
Interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed orthographical ly and analysed 
according to broadly generic criteria for qualitative data analysis, initially following 
guidelines as set out for interpretative phenomenological analysis (Smith, Flowers & 
Larkin, 2009). After developing a phenomenologically-oriented thematic structure, 
the data set was subjected to phenomenological and social constructionist readings,
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with a basic form of discourse analysis being used in the latter. Field notes were 
subjected to multiple readings. As these observational notes constituted versions of 
reality as seen through the researcher’s eyes, they were kept separate from the primary 
data but drawn upon reflexively during the analysis. As regards the evaluation o f the 
study, criteria as suggested by Elliott, Fischer, and Rennie (1999) and Yardley (2000) 
were employed.
Analysis
Overview of themes and sub-themes
Seven themes (as well as constituent sub-themes for two of the themes), grouped 
under three overarching thematic areas, were identified through a 
phenomenologically-oriented analysis of the interview data (see Table 1). Although 
this analysis also generated themes relating to the (lack of) communication within the 
family, these themes were later dropped from the analysis, as they seemed to relate to 
more general family interaction processes which were not as immediately relevant to 
the research question(s) as the seven themes listed below. In the main body o f the 
analysis themes are analysed first from a phenomenological and then from a social 
constructionist perspective, with relevant ethnographic observational data and 
inferences added where appropriate to enrich and contextualise the findings. Before 
focusing on these themes in greater detail, an overview o f all the themes and sub­
themes as well as an overview of the main discursive strategies and ethnographic 
observations is given below. When quoting participants, ellipsis points (...) indicate 
pauses in the flow o f speech; empty square brackets indicate that material has been 
omitted for clarification.
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Table 1. Themes and sub-themes
Making sense of sense of presence
Sense o f presence experiences as veridical events
‘He said clearly my name, and it was, it’s his voice. ’ (Mother)
Sense o f presence as requiring a scientific explanation
‘You know, if  you were to precisely investigate this with amazing technology, 
I  think you would find that actually everything does have an explanation. ’ 
(Anna)
Individual meanings of sense of presence experiences
Sense o f presence as beneficial
7 see this as a sign o f comfort. “I ’m with you still and always will be ” ’ 
(Mother)
Sense o f presence as comforting
Sense of presence as confirming the continuing bond
Sense o f presence as strengthening beliefs
Sense o f presence as disturbing
7 think it’s slightly scary because to me it doesn’t seem right, so it’s 
something unnatural that shouldn’t happen. ’ (Anna)
Sense o f presence as dissonant 
Sense of presence as uncomfortable 
Need for certainty
Perceived impact of sense of presence on the family
Sense of presence as conveying the father’s continued participation in family 
life
7 thought they should know it, that they get a sense that daddy is not 
completely gone ’ (Mother)
Sense o f presence as concerning the perceiver
‘I  think it’s a lot more important to my mum than anyone else. ’ (Anna)
Lack o f impact o f sense o f presence on the family as a whole
7 don’t think this specifically um sensing, you know, someone that’s already 
dead, is affecting our family in a big big way. ’ (Anna)
The above themes were generated from a phenomenological perspective and 
attempted to capture the subjective meanings that family members expressed during
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the interviews1. Overarching theme A, making sense of sense of presence, concerns 
the way family members viewed and understood the experience. For example, the 
mother reported evidence for sense o f presence experiences as veridical events, while 
her 16-year-old daughter Anna was doubtful and approached sense o f presence as 
requiring a scientific explanation. Overarching theme B describes individual 
meanings of sense of presence experiences. Theme B .l {Sense o f presence as 
beneficial) expresses the mother’s perspective with regard to this phenomenon. The 
three aspects o f the benefits she identified, comfort for herself, confirmation o f the 
continuing bond and a strengthening o/her beliefs bore striking resemblance to the 
themes identified in my previous qualitative analysis based on interviews with 
individual perceivers (Steffen & Coyle, 2011). Theme B.2 {Sense o f presence as 
disturbing) expresses the almost diametrically opposed perspective o f her children, 
particularly that of Anna, who pointed out that sense o f presence experiences felt 
dissonant to her, as they were discontinuous with her world view. They made her feel 
uncomfortable and gave rise to expressions o f her need for certainty and clarity. 
Similar understandings were voiced by the two sons, 14-year-old Neil and 12-year-old 
Edward, only to a lesser extent. Overarching theme C concerns the perceived impact 
of sense of presence on the family as a whole. Theme C.l expresses the mother’s 
view of sense o f presence as conveying the father’s continued participation in 
family life and thus maintaining the family structure in its pre-loss form. This meaning 
was not shared by the children. Themes C.2 and C.3 represent perspectives expressed 
by Anna and, to a large extent, by Neil and Edward, o f sense o f presence experiences 
as concerning the perceiver only and as not impacting on the family as a whole. 
While the mother expressed the wish and the belief that this experience could be 
significant for the whole family, she also acknowledged the phenomenon as mostly 
relevant to herself and as not impacting on the rest o f the family.
1 Overarching themes are in unitalicised bold, themes in italicised bold and subthemes in 
regular italicised form
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Overview o f  discursive strategies
A discursive perspective was additionally drawn upon to analyse mainly at micro- 
level how meanings were negotiated through use o f specific and often highly subtle 
conversational strategies. One such strategy, employed by the mother, could be 
described as claiming objectivity o f sense o f presence experiences by working up 
their credibility through normalising and, for example, appealing to first-hand 
witnessing. In contrast, the daughter’s position of dismissing sense o f presence 
experiences was worked up by drawing upon scientific discourses and discounting her 
mother’s evidence as well as challenging her mother’s credibility. An additional 
strategy involved the minimisation o f the significance o f sense o f presence 
experiences through exaggeration and ridicule.
Overview o f ethnographic observations
The ethnographic aspect of the research repeatedly gave rise to the observation and 
interpretation that there seemed to be a significant divide between the mother on the 
one hand and the children on the other. This expressed itself in generational and 
cultural differences as well as in what could be interpreted as differences in 
temperament or as social constructions o f the mother as more emotional and the 
children as more rational. Paying attention to ‘power dynamics’ within the family 
occasioned the observation of challenges to the mother’s parental authority on 
several fronts, with the daughter taking up a position o f authority with regard to the 
two younger brothers, and with the oldest son beginning to claim the position o f ‘first 
male’, drawing more or less openly on socially sanctioned power inequalities with 
regard to gender. These partly inferential observations and interpretations were used to 
develop a picture o f the family context in which the significance (or the lack o f  
significance) o f sense o f presence experiences is embedded and constituted.
Due to the constraints o f this paper, not all themes can be given full 
consideration within the main analysis. Theme B l, Sense o f presence as beneficial, 
will not be reported in the main analysis due to it matching the findings from the 
above-mentioned previous study of individual perceivers (Steffen & Coyle, 2011), and
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themes C2 and C3, sense o f presence experiences as concerning the perceiver only 
and as not impacting on the family as a whole, will be dealt with together.
Making sense of sense of presence
The question of how to explain sense of presence experiences and other extraordinary 
phenomena that the family observed following the father’s death constituted a major 
part of the interviews. Family members seemed to engage particularly well with this 
topic, and while some o f the interview questions aimed precisely at gaining an 
impression of the sense-making in this family, it seemed that when other questions 
were asked, for example with regard to responses around disclosure, the discussion 
would often return to this topic.
Sense o f presence experiences as veridical events
One of the themes in the data involved the veridicality o f the sense-of-presence 
experiences, the out-thereness of the phenomena as having actually happened. This 
theme conveys the mother’s perspective o f the ‘realness’ o f the sense-of-presence 
experiences and she described, for example, how she heard her deceased husband’s 
footsteps coming up the stairs and how she could identify them as unmistakably his:
I remember him coming several times to me, so I know exactly his way of  
walking, uh and it was exactly the same.
This quotation provides a good example o f how the same utterance can be usefully 
examined through a phenomenological as well as a discursive lens. On the one hand, 
the mother describes her personal experience and narrates events such as the one 
above using subjectively experienced details, revealing the meaning-making processes 
that led her to arrive at her inference that this was indeed her husband. On the other 
hand, her narrative also fulfils a communicative function, namely to claim objectivity 
for her experience. In the above quotation she gradually leads the listener from a
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subjective presentation to a factual conclusion, from ‘I remember’ via ‘I know’ to ‘it 
was’.
Robin Wooffitt (1992) has illuminated how speakers use different rhetorical 
devices to work up the factual status of anomalous experiences. Particularly in the first 
family interview, a number of such ‘tacit communicative skills and practices’ (p. 188) 
could be identified. For example, when the mother narrated the first extraordinary 
experience, which involved finding a message from the recently deceased father on 
the answer-machine, she referred to material evidence such as suddenly seeing another 
call on the display, underlining the asserted facticity of her experiences and working 
up the credibility of her account. When her daughter Anna dismissed her claim, the 
mother defended the veridicality of the experience by appealing to first-hand 
witnessing:
But it’s strange because I was at home [...] I was here.
He said clearly my name, and it was, it’s his voice.
In the second quotation, by first using the past tense, the mother underlines the 
facticity of the experience as an incident, an event that actually occurred at a point in 
time, but then, by changing from past to present tense, she uses this incident as 
evidence for a second claim, namely the continuity of the father’s existence (‘it’s his 
voice’), and within this construction is implied a third claim, the accessibility of the 
father. Talking about his ‘voice’ not only lends reality to the source of the voice but 
when talking about any kind of sound, this also suggests the possibility of the sound 
being perceived, being heard, and in this case not only by the mother but possibly also 
by the children. In other words, by saying ‘it’s his voice’ in the context of the family 
interview, the mother not only conveys the phenomenological reality of her 
experience of the ongoing presence of the father, she also constructs his presence as 
available to the children. This interpretation would also link this theme with the theme 
Sense o f presence as conveying 1 he father’s perspective, which will be discussed 
below.
An exclusively discursive reading of the data could, however, convey a 
‘hermeneutic of suspicion’ which could miss the central significance o f the experience
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for the perceiver. The mother’s engagement in constructing a credible account could 
often be seen as a response to the children challenging her views, as conveyed in the 
following theme, and this should not detract from the importance o f the sense o f  
veridicality or actuality which a phenomenological reading o f the data conveys. For 
the mother, this was often implied or remained a mystery:
Sometimes I feel that he’s here or something. I just can’t explain it but I just 
know that he’s here.
I  felt uncomfortable about the mother not having a name in the narrative, but when I  
thought about her occupying a first name, it seemed that her identity would then be 
constructed more in relationship to me, the researcher, rather than in relationship to 
the children. There were no such dilemmas with regard to the children, as they were 
identified by their first names across all relationships, i.e. with regard to their mother, 
to each other as well as to me. I  decided to continue to refer to her as ‘the mother’ 
and felt supported in my decision by her disclosure to me that she felt she needed to 
‘defend her position as mother ’ within the family.
Sense o f presence as requiring a scientific explanation
The theme that was mostly represented by Anna, but to some extent also by her 
brothers, centred on the need for a ‘scientific’ explanation o f the extraordinary 
experiences. From the start o f the first family interview, Anna persistently drew 
attention to this point:
I think that a lot of things like this do have a scientific explanation behind them. 
I don’t think that it’s a-a supernatural kind o f message or something. I think 
whilst we can’t explain it, urn I think there is probably some sort o f explanation 
behind it.
Anna states her opinion, which is diametrically opposed to her mother’s. While this 
utterance can be viewed phenomenologically as providing insight into Anna’s belief
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system, from a discursive perspective it is noticeable that Anna initially speaks o f a 
‘scientific explanation’ and then only o f ‘some sort o f explanation’, suggesting that 
only a scientific explanation can be regarded as an ‘explanation’, excluding 
supernatural readings as credible explanations. The repetition o f T think’ in the 
utterance also positions Anna as a thinker, a rational person. Later in the interview, 
Anna uses scientific ways o f reasoning, strengthening this position:
I don’t know if it is possible or isn’t possible but I’m tending towards thinking it
probably isn’t.
By acknowledging the possibility o f after-death communication and constructing it as 
a hypothesis that could be either true or false, Anna positions herself within a 
scientific discourse, strengthening the position from which she can then dismiss the 
meaning that her mother ascribes to the experiences, not on the grounds o f personal 
belief but on the grounds o f what she renders as objectively-considered probabilities. 
Taking the wider societal context into consideration and its prioritising o f scientific 
perspectives, Anna’s position gains weight as a result.
This theme links with the ethnographically derived observation that there was a 
division within the family in which the children, particularly Anna, were positioned as 
rational and the mother as irrational. For example, when playing ‘Cluedo’, the mother 
frequently gave expression to her emotions, admitted to making mistakes or to not 
understanding something and the children would often comment on their mother’s 
mistakes, lack o f understanding of the rules or her incorrect use o f language. Although 
the children became more animated as the game went on and later reported that they 
had enjoyed it, they generally showed little affect, which was much in contrast with 
the mother’s emotional expressiveness. Drawing on personal knowledge o f the 
family’s cultural background, which is characterised by greater emotional 
expressiveness than the family’s current cultural surroundings in Britain, the children 
could be seen to orient themselves more to the dominant culture o f their current 
context with its valuing o f reduced emotional expressiveness than to the culture o f  
their country o f origin. However, it must also be considered that, as in all 
ethnographic research, the researcher’s presence may have had an impact on how
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family members presented themselves, although, when asked, they rejected the idea of 
any significant impact.
Another pair o f opposites apart from the rational-irrational dyad that informs 
this theme is the contrast o f what is ‘normal’ and its implied opposite. The 
construction o f ‘normal’ follows on from the formerly constructed ‘scientific’. For 
example, having first appealed to the need for a scientific explanation, the attribute 
‘scientific’ is replaced by ‘normal’:
[S]ometimes it might just be a normal explanation and that you’re just kind of 
believing it’s a communication. (Anna)
In terms o f the communicative work accomplished in this utterance, ‘normal’ not only 
replaces ‘scientific’ but sets up an opposition with what is to follow, in this case ‘that 
you’re just kind o f believing’. In other words, the belief in a supernatural explanation 
is constructed to be the opposite o f what is designated as ‘normal’, a subtle yet clear 
challenge o f the mother’s beliefs and by extension mental state. This construction 
finds support from Anna’s brother Neil:
Well, sometimes people see what they want to see. Sometimes they forget the 
reality about something.
Although Neil talks about ‘people’, the criticism seems to be aimed at his mother, as 
he declares her sense-of-presence experiences to constitute wishful thinking and to be 
in opposition to reality. Interestingly, when he later recounted an experience which, as 
the mother told me outside the interview situation, he once described as sensing his 
father’s presence, he made sense o f it with recourse to scientific explanations and 
commented that ‘[i]t might have had some reasonable explanation.’ The implied claim 
here was that a supernatural explanation would be an treasonable explanation.
I  had to steer a careful balancing act during the interviews and observational 
opportunities. My ethical and professional stance demanded that I  maintain a certain 
neutrality and be validating o f all perspectives within the family. Being sympathetic 
and an insider to sense-of-presence experiences while feeling a particular ethical
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responsibility about doing research with children put me in a state o f constant 
heightened awareness o f the fine line I  was treading. Additionally, as a field 
researcher I  needed to ensure that I  maintained the trust o f the principal participant 
and gatekeeper to the family, the mother, who had perhaps hoped that the research 
would help her children derive benefit from the sense-of-presence experiences.
Individual meanings of sense of presence experiences
This overarching theme contains the more personal and experiential responses that 
family members expressed with regard to the sense o f presence experiences and lends 
itself particularly well to a phenomenological perspective, although observations from 
a discursive perspective are sporadically used to enrich the analysis. As mentioned 
above, the theme ‘sense of presence as beneficial’ is not analysed in detail here, as it 
matches almost exactly the findings from my previous study o f sense o f presence 
experiences as comforting, confirming the continuing bond and strengthening 
(religious and spiritual) beliefs (Steffen & Coyle, 2011). For the mother, feeling her 
husband’s presence was reported as making her happy and meaning that she was not 
alone and still married and as confirming and strengthening her beliefs in an afterlife.
Sense o f presence as disturbing
This theme mainly represents Anna’s perspective. It seems to shed light on her 
personal reasons for insisting so vehemently on a scientific explanation for the 
extraordinary experiences her mother reported. Anna described how such experiences 
were dissonant with her own views:
It doesn’t work in my mind [...] cause I sort o f like to think o f things as very 
clear and it follows some sort of rule
Several times, she talked about sense o f presence experiences as breaching ‘some sort 
of unspoken rule’:
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I think that something happened that maybe wasn’t supposed to happen cause I 
don’t think, I always have this feeling that he shouldn’t be here, that he’s not 
supposed to be here any more basically.
This entails an almost moral component as when Anna said ‘it just feels wrong’ or 
that T just don’t feel that it’s ... right, it doesn’t seem [to] kind o f fit [...]’. From a 
cognitive perspective, experiences that challenge our assumptive world and how we 
make sense of the world can lead to conflict or ‘cognitive dissonance’ (Janoff- 
Bulman, 1992). Bereavement itself poses such a challenge when we try to make sense 
of the fact that a loved one has died, often requiring survivors to engage in prolonged 
meaning reconstruction processes (Neimeyer, 2001). Anna seemed to suggest that she 
had been able to accept her father’s death as an inevitable, logical and final reality and 
that contemplating his continued (yet unpredictably perceptible) presence would be 
incompatible with her sense-making.
Furthermore, Anna expressed the thought that the possibility o f after-death 
communication would make faith redundant, a point reiterated by her brothers. 
Edward, her youngest brother, expressed his belief in his father’s continued existence 
when, using the present tense, he asserted that ‘he is the same person as I knew him’. 
When asked further, he explained:
I do probably believe that he is somewhere but not with us.
Neil similarly maintained:
Yeah, somewhere, but not here, cause if  he was here, he wouldn’t really be in 
heaven and that would be like breaking the rules o f religion.
These understandings suggest that within the children’s belief systems, interpreting 
sense-of-presence experiences as indicative o f the actual presence o f their deceased 
father would disturb the way they have been able to make sense o f their loss which 
includes the ‘relocation’ (Silverman & Nickman, 1996) o f the father as continuing in a 
remote but peaceful heaven. Neil’s utterance that sense-of-presence would mean his
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father was not in heaven could be an indication of further unspoken concerns, possibly 
shared by his siblings. Anna talked about her sense of discomfort more explicitly:
And it kind of not freaks me out but it makes me really uncomfortable
Looking at the above utterance with a discursive lens, despite the negative 
formulation, the boldness of the expression ‘to freak out’ functions to alert, even 
alarm the listener. This is immediately followed by a modification which serves to 
reduce the emotional loading again, which then re-establishes Anna’s rational 
position, from which she is able to dismiss sense-of-presence experiences.
From a phenomenological perspective, Anna’s use of ‘freak out’ and also 
occasional references to the word ‘ghost’ could signify an anxiety, as expressed above 
by Neil, that their deceased father’s presence would mean that he was not in heaven. 
Normand, Silverman, and Nickman (1996) found that a small proportion of the 
children in their study viewed the presence of the deceased as frightening and 
‘ghostly’, which was explained as confusion about the deceased’s ‘location’. It is 
interesting in this context that during one of the participant observation opportunities 
the children chose to play a murder mystery game, which could be interpreted as the 
attempt to engage playfully with the topic of death and finding explanations in a rule- 
based and therefore ‘safe’ manner.
While mother and daughter presented opposing views and experiences with 
regard to the deceased father, they both expressed a sense of their ongoing relationship 
with him, and this raises the question of how the boys constructed their ongoing 
relationship with their deceased father. Throughout the research the boys’ voices 
remained quieter, except for occasionally agreeing with their sister or dismissing their 
mother’s interpretation of extraordinary events. Normand et al. (1996) have shown 
how children follow different trajectories in their development o f a continuing bond, 
depending on a range of factors, for example age but also their pre-loss relationship 
with the deceased parent and their current relationship with the surviving parent. 
While they describe that some children may find comfort through sense-of-presence 
experiences while others feel frightened, the constitutive meaning-making processes 
remain uncharted.
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I  found that the children were friendly and polite to me but also cautious. I  wondered 
whether Anna had ambivalent feelings towards me. On the one hand, as a 
‘researcher ’ on a doctoral course I  represented the academic, rational world in which 
she was positioning herself in opposition to her mother; on the other hand I  was 
interested in sense-of-presence experiences, which aligned me with the mother. I  
experienced subtle criticism o f my research when she declared how these experiences 
could be explained scientifically ‘i f  somebody was investigating exactly with detail ’. I  
found that the boys were generally quite distant, although Neil often engaged in 
friendly eye contact, for example when we played Cluedo.
Perceived impact of sense of presence on the family
Although family members’ experiences and meaning-making revealed significant 
differences, considering how the family as a whole was perceived to be affected by 
the events, if  at all, gave rise to three further themes, one of them describing mainly 
the mother’s perspective and the second and third theme representing mainly the 
children’s perspective. These two themes, namely ‘sense of presence as concerning 
the perceiver’ and Tack o f impact o f sense of presence on the family as a whole’ are 
analysed together.
Sense ofpresence as conveying the father's continued participation in family life
For the mother sensing her deceased husband’s presence was explained as not only 
meaning that she was not alone but also that the deceased could maintain his role as 
father and continue to participate actively in their lives as a family. She expressed her 
belief
that he can follow our every day, that he knows exactly what is going on, how 
the children develop
She also communicated her desire for the children to feel reassured by this 
understanding and on several occasions mentioned that the children had had sense-of-
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presence experiences themselves. In his role as father he could also continue to be 
available to her as a mother and provide guidance and support:
Sometimes I think what would he do in my place, because I can’t ask him 
directly but [...] sometimes I get some ideas or something, I don’t know where 
they come from, they are just in my mind, and I think, oh, perhaps he has put 
something into my... and it helps really
While the mother seemed to perceive her deceased husband as a support and a 
parenting resource here, the children were resistant to their mother drawing on the 
father’s perspective in order to advance her parenting objectives:
Anna: [...] I don’t like it [...] when she mentions him, because I think that
she doesn’t actually know what he’s thinking about this situation at 
the moment. He might be thinking differently [...]
Mother: Yes, of course, but I say mostly something like ‘He liked this’ or
‘He didn’t like this’.
Anna: No, you don’t.
Boys: No, no, no.
Within the context of the research interview, the above exchange appeared to afford 
the children the opportunity to communicate their opposition directly to their mother. 
First Anna talks about her mother as ‘she’, which on the surface complies with 
interview conventions, as she addresses her response to the interviewer. However, this 
construction could also be read as a complaint against the mother and as turning to the 
interviewer as an outside authority for support. By positioning the interviewer as an 
authority, Anna undermines her mother’s authority, who proceeds to defend herself in 
the next speaking turn. Following her mother’s defensive statement, Anna switches to 
directly interacting with the mother and directly challenging her. She is supported by 
her brothers in her challenge, forming a united front against the mother here.
During the participant observation opportunities, the mother related how 
difficult it was to maintain her position as mother now that the children were teenagers 
and challenged her authority. She acknowledged that this would be the same if her
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husband were still alive, only that there would be two o f them, and -  owing to his 
position as male -  that he would be better able to keep her son Neil in check who, the 
mother reported, was increasingly challenging her. Such tensions were apparent to me 
during observational opportunities, for example during lunch at Stonehenge when 
disagreements about picking up rubbish arose. At other points, the mother talked 
about activities that involved only herself and her husband and not the children and 
when we talked about events and activities they used to share as a family, not many 
such occasions could be identified. This suggests that the previously noted division 
between the mother and the children was possibly already present before the father’s 
death and that there was a division between the parents as a couple on the one hand 
and the children on the other. This would support the view that the mother had not 
only lost her husband and co-parent but also her ally within the wider family dynamic, 
weakening her overall authority. Sense-of-presence experiences could then be drawn 
on to support her position within the family system.
During the participant observation opportunities I  often wondered whether I  was 
somehow occupying the position o f the father. When driving to the church, I  was in 
the seat next to the mother. In church, I  was allocated the seat between the mother and 
the edge o f the bench by the aisle. When sitting down to play Cluedo, I  wondered 
whether I  was offered the father’s chair. As we were walking round Stonehenge, the 
mother tended to walk with me rather than the children, talking about how she and 
her husband had enjoyed this place in the past. What struck me most during the visit 
was the lack o f a sense o f spirituality, and later the mother said something similar, as 
mostly she was thinking o f how much she missed her husband. It was very different 
when sharing Mass with the family. To me there was a sense o f a connection with the 
father in church. There was a sense o f completeness, as the worlds o f life and death 
were brought together in a harmonious whole, and seeing signs o f the family being 
held and cared about within the church community, I  had a sense that here they could 
be a bereavedfamily without being incomplete.
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Sense ofpresence as concerning the perceiver and not impacting on the family as a 
whole
Following on from the theme above, the children generally denied the significance of  
the sense-of-presence experiences as related by their mother and denied -  contrary to 
the mother’s former reports -  having had such experiences themselves. Anna 
expressed this perspective as follows:
Pm sure that they’ve impacted the person who’s had these sort o f experiences, 
but I think as a family it hasn’t really, or at least it hasn’t affected me, because I 
don’t really believe it and Pm not sure my brothers do either.
The way Anna distances herself from her mother in the above quotation by referring 
to her as ‘the person who’s had these sort o f experiences’ and, in an additional 
comment at the end o f her utterance, draws her brothers in as being aligned with her, 
accords with the earlier observation of a divide between the mother and the children. 
This was sometimes more openly expressed, as in the above passage. At other times 
less direct discursive strategies could be observed that functioned to minimise or 
ridicule the significance o f the experiences, for example by comparing an 
extraordinary event with an episode o f The Simpsons. The children sometimes reduced 
their mother’s beliefs to mere ‘opinions’ or constructed what to the mother may have 
been sacred and intimate experiences in a less respectful way, for example when Anna 
talked about ‘my dad’s, you know, comforting her or talking to her or appearing to her 
or whatever’, with the listed possibilities becoming progressively less intimate and 
ending in an expression o f indeterminacy or deflection/disinterest.
Both Anna and her brothers drew on intra-psychic explanations to make sense of 
the experiences, as, for example, when Neil said that ‘sometimes people see what they 
want to see’. Anna explained:
It’s just more her way o f dealing with his death really and comforting herself 
rather than him comforting her.
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Exploring the potential impact of the mother’s disclosure of her experiences and the 
observation that people have different views about them, Edward, who was generally 
more reticent, expressed his view vehemently:
She always tries and makes us feel the same way. Sometimes she probably, she 
doesn’t realise that we won’t, like we won’t agree with her. If she has her way, 
and we have our way, she sometimes doesn’t accept it.
Looking at this utterance from a discursive perspective, Edward actively constructs a 
division between the mother and the three children by talking about ‘us’ and ‘her’, 
assuming a unison position among the children through the use o f ‘our way’. 
Furthermore, he constructs the mother as a powerful dominator (‘makes us’), 
underlined by the extreme-case formulation ‘always’, while the children are 
constructed as resistant victims (‘we won’t agree’), which functions to attract a 
sympathetic hearing o f his otherwise under-represented perspective and to legitimise 
his differing opinion.
It is noteworthy that the mother sometimes withdrew from her position as a 
response to repeated challenges from the children. For example, at one point she 
declared ‘I think it’s something that has only to do with me, not with them.’ She 
explained this understanding in terms o f the difference in loss, as by losing her 
husband she felt she had lost her future, in contrast to the children, making the sense- 
of-presence experiences more significant to her. Furthermore, she repeatedly 
emphasised that each person had their own opinion, relativising the central issue. For 
example, in the second family interview she said:
I think everybody stays with their own experiences and their own thoughts, 
yeah?
This utterance gives the impression that the mother had withdrawn as a response to the 
children’s criticism of her. However, the ending o f the utterance (‘yeah?’) and her 
looking around the table at her children at this point indicated her continued search or 
hope for agreement, something confirmed in the later one-to-one interview with her, 
in which she questioned whether the children’s expressed opinions in the interviews
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were a true reflection of their actual views and she expressed doubt at the thought that 
she and the children held conflicting views. Furthermore, she expressed the hope that 
they would understand things better when they were older and tried to make sense of 
the children’s position as arising from feeling confused:
Perhaps it’s easier for them to say “Oh no, it can’t be like this. Perhaps it’s my 
imagination.” Because otherwise it would be perhaps, they could get confused. 
How can it be that the mother can see or feel something like this and when he 
can be here without body, why can’t he be here with body?
This extract shows not only the mother’s sense-making o f her children’s perspective, 
but it could also be seen as an outcome o f the research involvement itself, which 
spanned six months in total. As noted above, in ethnographic research (but not only 
here) the potential impact o f the researcher’s presence on the subject matter studied 
needs to be acknowledged (Taylor, 1994). The theme o f ‘sense o f presence as not 
impacting on the family as a whole’, which initially represented only the children’s 
views could by the end o f the research include the mother’s view in so far as it meant 
acknowledging that her children could not share her perspective at this point.
It should he stated that my own expectations with regard to this research were not 
met. While I  had been prepared for differences in family members ’ meaning-making, I  
had not expected to find such open opposition from non-perceiving family members to 
the perceiver’s supernatural or spiritual interpretations. Instead, I  had expected to 
find more subtle variations in meaning-making, with overlaps and differences. I  had 
been curious about possible benefits for non-perceivers on hearing about the 
phenomenon and about their influence on relationship dynamics. Most o f all, I  had 
been keen to explore shared constructions and interpretations and how they might 
relate to the family’s cultural context. However, the purpose o f research is not to have 
our own expectations confirmed. Instead, we need to be as open as possible to what 
we actually encounter in the field and to be ready to revise whatever pre-conceptions 
we may bring to the research.
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Overview
This case study has focused on how the common yet controversial bereavement 
experience o f ‘sensing the presence o f the deceased’ is talked about and made sense of  
in one father-bereaved family. Seven themes, grouped under three overarching 
thematic areas were identified, and phenomenological and social constructionist 
readings of the data showed not only how divided understandings with regard to this 
phenomenon were in this particular family but also how these meanings gave rise to a 
level o f heated contestation that seemed to go beyond the mere mirroring of 
potentially problematic intra-psychic processes or conflicted family dynamics as, for 
example, attributable to developmental or situation-specific processes. Instead, the 
particular instance o f this one family possibly provided an example o f how wider 
macro-social tendencies around such phenomena are played out at a local level. For 
example, the existence of a societal taboo associated with having such experiences 
within a Western context has been frequently noted in the literature (e.g. Hay & 
Heald, 1987), and perceivers’ reluctance to disclose the experience to others, even 
significant others, has been often observed (e.g. Daggett, 2005; Rees, 2001).
In the present study, the resistance and opposition that the mother’s disclosure of 
her experiences and sense-making was met with could be seen to tap into wider 
cultural objections and pressures around such phenomena. The children’s, and 
particularly the daughter’s, rejection o f the mother’s interpretations could partly be 
understood as indicative o f their particular worldviews and sense-making with regard 
to the father’s death as well as bringing wider family dynamics to the fore. However, 
in addition, the daughter’s alignment with scientific paradigms and the invocation of 
culturally dominant explanatory frameworks could be seen as adding weight to her 
contestation of the mother’s personal meanings.
Furthermore, a division between the rationalistic dominant culture and the more 
emotionally expressive minority culture of the family was identified both through data 
analysis and participant observation, with the mother appearing closer to the minority 
and the children to the majority culture. This division bore some similarity with the 
opposing ways in which mother and children made sense o f the focal experiences, 
namely as veridical ‘felt’ experiences o f the actual presence of the deceased on the 
one hand, which was linked with the mother’s spiritual beliefs about the afterlife, and
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on the other hand as non-veridical scientifically explicable phenomena that were 
described as being dissonant with the children’s worldviews.
While the differences in interpretative frameworks drawn upon accorded with 
those identified by previous research (e.g. Bennett & Bennett, 2000), the observation 
that the children found sense-of-presence experiences disturbing and dissonant with 
their views was unusual. For example, in Doran & Downing-Hansen’s (2006) 
ethnographic study of Mexican-American families, sense-of-presence was sometimes 
reported by one family member but valued by others too, for example when the 
deceased was perceived as the family’s guardian angel. The authors noted how the 
prevalence of strong extended family bonds and the cultural prioritisation of religious 
rituals facilitated positive continuing bond expressions. The family sampled in the 
present study did not have an extended family to draw on in which continuing 
relationships with the dead were normalised and culturally mediated through ritual 
and discourse, highlighting the disruptions and discontinuities between personal and 
communal narratives (Klass, 2006; Klass & Walter, 2001).
In terms of the limitations o f this study, an obvious point is that findings 
generated from a case study cannot be generalised to a larger population. However, 
apart from the particular instance possibly exemplifying wider cultural tendencies, as 
suggested above, taking an in-depth look at one case can reveal rich and complex 
idiographic understanding of a phenomenon, which can also produce new insights or 
hitherto unconsidered questions which a less finely-grained larger study might miss 
and which could have wider theoretical implications (Willig, 2001). Additionally, 
incorporating an ethnographic element into the research by using participant 
observation as a data collection method could raise questions about the 
epistemological status of such data (Brewer, 2000). However, in this case 
observational data were used reflexively to enrich the analysis which focused on 
qualitative interview data as primary data.
As regards taking an interpretative pluralist approach to analysis, it seemed that 
insights derived from different epistemological perspectives could stand next to each 
other, sometimes linking more closely, for example when shedding light on Anna’s 
expressed need for clarity and rules and her use of a more rational and scientific 
discourse, sometimes illuminating different aspects of the phenomenon, as in the 
phenomenological sense of veridicality and the need to construct a persuasive and
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credible account o f the experience. This seems to contradict Willig’s (2001) assertion 
that such a combination ‘cannot generate meaningful insights’ (p. 81).
In terms o f the relevance o f the present case, the insights gained could inform 
counselling psychology practice concerned with bereaved families in which there is 
disagreement over such phenomena or the post-death status o f the deceased. It 
highlights the complexity o f issues that may come into play when a bereaved client 
reports such experiences or when a client is affected by someone else’s sensing 
phenomena. The practitioner may need to consider not only the experience’s impact 
on the perceiver and possible intra-psychic struggles with meaning-making but also 
the interpersonal, systemic and cultural factors that may be implicated and that may 
need to be carefully negotiated.
Furthermore, another practice-relevant observation concerns the way the 
research process itself may have impacted on the phenomenon, as it incidentally 
provided a space for family members to voice their differing opinions and enabled 
some family members to develop an empathie understanding o f such views. This 
challenged the traditional dichotomy between research and therapy, and it has been 
suggested that the two are converging in postmodern research practices (De Haene, 
2009). Ethnographic or action research, for example, could then be seen as 
constituting a particularly rich field for counselling psychologists’ investigations o f  
context-sensitive issues with an explicit practice orientation.
In previous studies, I  have sometimes found it difficult to leave a participant after a 
one-off intense interview as in ‘hit-and-run’ research. Although I  bracketed my 
identity as a practitioner, as a researcher I  was still ethically informed by my clinical 
experience and cared as much, i f  not more, about the well-being o f my participants as 
about the data I  could ‘extract ’from them. The longitudinal aspect o f this case study 
allowed for a gradual entrance into the world under investigation, allowed time for 
reflection and feedback at every stage and in various forms and prepared participants 
slowly for my departure. While this type o f research may attract the accusation o f 
blurring the boundaries o f research and therapy, from an ethical perspective I  thought 
that there is much to be said for a prolonged research engagement, as long as 
awareness o f ethical boundaries and participants ’ needs is maintained at all times.
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E-Mail/Letter to potential participants
Dear (name),
I am writing with regard to the sense of presence experiences research project you kindly 
participated in last year.
You may remember that I asked you if you are happy for me to contact you again in 
connection with my next study. Following on from the previous study into individuals' 
experiences, this year I am investigating the role sense of presence experiences might play in 
bereaved families and I am contacting you to ask if you might possibly be able to help me find 
a family or families who are interested in participating, yours included.
Families in which at least one family member (over 18) has sensed the presence of the 
deceased are invited to take part. 'Family' is here defined as at least three related individuals 
who may or may not live together but who share significant times/events with each other. I am 
seeking to interview these families as well as join them on several occasions that are related to 
the felt absence or presence of the deceased, e.g. a family pastime that used to involve the 
deceased, a visit to the cemeteiy or to the family's place of worship etc., but this is entirely at 
the family's discretion. By participating in the family's actual activities as relevant to the topic, 
I am hoping to develop a more faithful understanding of what this experience might mean to 
the family.
I have attached an information sheet which contains further details about the study, and I 
would be extremely delighted if you could pass this information on to potential families or 
consider participating yourself. I would be very happy to answer any questions you might 
have about the study by e-mail or telephone.
The study is supervised by Dr. Adrian Coyle, Senior Lecturer at the University of Surrey, and 
has received a favourable opinion by the University's Ethics Committee.
Kind regards,
Edith
Mrs. Edith Steffen
Counselling Psychologist in Training
Year 3, PsychD in Psychotherapeutic and Counselling Psychology
University of Surrey
Department of Psychology
University of Surrey
Guildford
Surrey GU2 7XH
Tel. 01483 689176
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Interview Schedule for Family Interview 1 
Prior to the recorded interview:
- Introduce myself and build rapport.
- Refer back to previous contacts, e.g. telephone conversations with family 
members, and reiterate the nature and the aims o f the research project.
- Put the participants at ease by using the qualifiers ‘frequent and normal ’ when 
mentioning the focal experience.
- Remind participants that talking about experiences in connection with the 
death o f someone close can be distressing and let them know that i f  they would 
like to take a break or stop completely, they can inform me o f this at any time. 
The right to withdraw from the study at any point is restated and that no 
explanation needs to be given.
- Ask participants to read the informed consent forms. Ask i f  they have any 
questions and ask them to sign the forms. Ask them to complete the 
background information forms. Give them a sheet containing contact details o f 
relevant support services.
Start of recorded interview:
s
My plan is that we will spend between one and one and a half hours together. I would 
like you to feel free to take your time when you need to. The questions I am going to 
ask are very open. There is nothing specific I am looking for, and there are no rights 
and wrongs.
I thought that before we talk more in detail about the impact o f the sense o f presence 
experience(s) on the family as a whole, we could start by your telling me briefly about 
the actual experience(s), i.e. who has sensed who, when, where, in what way and so 
on. However, I would like to know how you feel about starting here?
I f  ok, proceed to Part I  o f interview questions. I f  not ok, elicit possible reasons for not 
wanting to start there, explain that knowing some o f the details o f the experiences 
might be helpful but it’s up to them how much they want to tell me.
I. Sense of presence experience(s)
1. Can the person(s) who has had such an experience start by describing what they 
experienced and their immediate reaction to this experience?
Prompts: What was it about the experience that made you think tha t... (name) was 
present? How did you experience this in terms o f your senses/your body? Where 
would you have located... (name) i f  that is the right way to put it? How long did the 
experience last?
Further prompts: How did you feel? What came up for you? What went through your 
head? What did you think about it? (To children: I f  you were to draw it, what would 
you draw and what colours would you use?)
2. Has anyone else had such an experience and if  yes, what was it like and how did 
you react to it?
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II. Sharing the sense of presence experience(s)
3. To experiencer(s): How did you feel about sharing your experience?
4. To non-experiencer(s): When you heard about (name’s) experience, how did you 
react?
Prompts: How did you feel? What thoughts went through your head?
5. To all: What was your immediate reaction as a family?
Prompts: Did you talk about it? I f  yes, did you have shared understandings/feelings?
III. Family meaning-making
5. Looking at it now, what meaning does the sense o f presence experience have for 
you now?
Prompts: How important has this experience been to you? What role, i f  any, has this 
experience played in your life/family/relationships and in the way you see 
yourselves/feel about yourselves? How might this be different for those who have had 
the experience themselves and those who haven’t? (To children: How do you feel now 
when you think about it? What kinds o f things come to your mind when you think 
about it now?)
6. What impact, if any, has the sense of presence experience had on how you 
think/feel about the deceased?
Prompts: How would you describe your relationship to ... (name) now? How do you 
experience the absence/presence o f the deceased now? What impact, i f  any, has this 
experience had on how you make sense o f the death? (To children: When you think 
about this experience, what thoughts do you have about the [the deceased] now? What 
thoughts do you have now about the death o f the person?)
7. How does the sense o f presence experience fit/not fit with your worldview(s) or 
belief system(s), i.e. how you view the world, life and death?
Prompts: What sense, if  any, have you made o f the experience, alone or as a family? 
What shared understandings might family members hold? What differences might 
there be between individual family members ’ understandings? (To children: What do 
you think o f death now? What do you think happens when we die? How might this be 
different from before this experience happened?)
8. What impact, if  any, has the sense o f presence experience had on your life as a 
family?
Prompts: What impact, i f  any, has it had on what you do/not do, on your behaviour, 
your routines etc.?What might have changed between before (knowing about) the 
experience and after (knowing about the experience)? What might have changed 
between before the death and now? What might have changed in terms o f individual 
family members ’ roles within the family?
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9. What impact, if  any, has the sense o f presence experience had on your 
relationship(s) and connections beyond the immediate family?
Prompts: Have you shared this with others and if  yes, what has this been like?
10. Those are all the questions I wanted to ask, but before we end, I wanted to ask you 
if there is anything you would like to add that we have not covered?
End o f recorded interview
After the recorded interview:
• I would like to spend some time reflecting on what it has been like for you to 
take part in this interview. We can take some time over this if  you would like.
• First o f all, was there anything that you felt was left out which should have 
been included? And the reverse, was there anything included that you felt 
should have been left out? If yes: Can you tell me why you think this should 
have been so?
• Were there any moments in the interview when you felt that I did not 
understand or used the wrong language? If yes, when did this happen in the 
interview? What was it that I did not seem to grasp? What language would you 
rather I had used?
• How did you feel about taking part? Was there anything negative about taking 
part? Was there anything you found helpful/unhelpful?
- Thank the interviewees for taking part.
- Remind the interviewees o f the confidentiality o f the interview.
- Ask which occasions/events they might suggest as suitable times for me to join the 
family but remind them o f their right to withdraw at any time. I f  possible, set dates for 
three such occasions.
- Invite family members to keep their own notes for the study, i f  they wish, which they 
can contribute at a later stage (or keep if they so wish). Welcome any other 
contributions.
- Show openness towards the family’s communications o f questions, concerns, 
thoughts and ideas and offer to be available by telephone and email for further 
communications in between this interview and the next visit.
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Interview Schedule for Family Interview 2
Prior to the recorded interview:
Thank family for involvement in project so far and stress how valuable their 
participation is and has been
- Contextualise second interview by referring back to first interview and 
previous contacts.
- Handfamily my summary o f the three shared activities and ask them to read it. 
Ask them to save any comments or questions they may have in connection with 
this for the interview.
- Remind participants that if  they would like to take a break or stop completely, 
they can inform me o f this at any time. Ask if  they have any questions before 
we start
Start of recorded interview:
My plan is that we will spend about 45 minutes to an hour on the interview. Similar to 
the first interview, I will ask some questions which are very open. There is nothing 
specific I am looking for, and there are no rights and wrongs. Feel free to take your 
time when you need to.
1. Feedback and shared activities
LI thought that before I start asking more specific questions, I wanted to ask the 
family as a whole how you’ve found taking part in the study so far. (If family is 
talkative, encourage open sharing and discussing as long as focus can be gently 
directed to sense ofpresence experiences and their impact on the family.)
2. How did you find the occasions on which I participated in family activities?
Prompts: Did anything specific occur to you that might be o f interest for this study? 
Can you remember having had any thoughts, feelings or general impressions that had 
to do with the sense o f presence experiences or the felt presence or absence o f the 
deceased when Ijoined you?
II. Sense of presence experiences
3. In the first interview, we talked about sense o f presence experiences, and you each 
contributed and talked about what they mean to you, what sense you make o f them. 
Have you had any other thoughts about them since the interview that you would like 
to share?
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4. Has anyone had any other sense-of-presence experiences since the first interview 
and if yes, would you like to say what you’ve experienced?
Prompts: What was it about the experience that made you think that ... (name) was 
present? How did you experience this in terms o f  your senses/your body? Where 
would you have located ... (name) i f  that is the right way to put it? How long did the 
experience last?
Further prompts: How did you feel? What came up fo r  you? What went through your 
head? What did you think about it? (To children: I f  you were to draw it, what would 
you draw and what colours would you use?)
If positive answer to 3:
a) To experiencer(s): How did you feel about sharing your experience?
b) To non-experiencer(s): How did you feel when hearing about (name’s) experience?
c) What meaning does the sense of presence experience have for you?
Prompts: How do you make sense o f  it? How important has this experience been to 
you? (To children: How do you feel now when you think about it? What kinds o f  
things come to your mind when you think about it now?)
III. Family relationships
5.During the first interview, you talked about how differently you viewed the sense of 
presence experiences, although there was a small area of agreement, and you said that 
you had not talked about this much before the interview. Have you talked about it 
since? a)If yes, have there been any changes in terms of what you agree on and what 
you differ on and how would you explain these changes?
b)If no, have you had any thoughts about the different views and opinions and what 
that’s like for you as a family?
6. One of the things that came up during the interview but also when 1 joined in with 
some family activities was that there has been a lot of change for you as a family. It is, 
of course, impossible to say what changes are to do with the bereavement, what 
changes are to do with the passing of time and getting older and, thinking about the 
sense of presence experiences, what changes, if any, may have to do with having had 
such experiences and what they may mean (or not mean) to you individually and as a 
family, but I am interested in how you may view these changes.
7. Those are all the questions I wanted to ask, but before we end, I wanted to ask you 
if there is anything you would like to add that we have not covered?
End o f  recorded interview
After the recorded interview:
• I would like to spend some time reflecting on what it has been like for you to 
take part in this interview. We can take some time over this if you would like.
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• First o f all, was there anything that you felt was left out which should have 
been included? And the reverse, was there anything included that you felt 
should have been left out? If yes: Can you tell me why you think this should 
have been so?
• Were there any moments in the interview when you felt that I did not 
understand or used the wrong language? If yes, when did this happen in the 
interview? What was it that I did not seem to grasp? What language would you 
rather I had used?
• How did you feel about taking part? Was there anything negative about taking 
part? Was there anything you found helpful/unhelpful?
- Thank the interviewees fo r  taking part.
- Remind the interviewees o f  the confidentiality o f  the interview.
Show openness towards the fam ily’s communications o f  questions, concerns, 
thoughts and ideas
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Interview Schedule for Individual Interviews
Prior to the recorded interview:
Thank family member fo r  volunteering to participate 
- Remind participant that i f  they would like to take a break or stop completely, 
they can inform me o f  this at any time. Ask i f  they have any questions before 
we start.
Start of recorded interview:
My plan is that we will spend 30 to 45 minutes on the interview. Similar to the other 
interviews, I will ask some questions which are very open. There is nothing specific I 
am looking for, and there are no rights and wrongs. Feel free to take your time when 
you need to. Some of the questions I will ask may be repetitions of questions I have 
asked the whole family before, but it would be useful just to hear from yourself what 
you think or whether there is anything you would like to add to w haf s already been 
said.
I. Sense of presence experience(s)
1. Have you yourself had an experience in which you felt you sensed the presence of 
the deceased and if so, can you tell me what you’ve experienced and your immediate 
reaction to this experience?
Prompts: What was it about the experience that made you think that ... (name) was 
present? How did you experience this in terms o f  your senses/your body? Where 
yow Aave ZocaW ... (hamej if  fW  z'j f/ze rzg/zf way fo
experience last?
Further prompts: How did you feel? What came up fo r  you? What went through your 
head? What did you think about it? (To children: I f  you were to draw it, what would 
you draw and what colours would you use?)
II. Sharing the sense of presence experience(s)
2. If yes to answer 1 : Have you shared this with the rest of the family and how did you 
feel about sharing your experience?
If no to answer 1: When you heard about other family members’ experience, how did 
you react?
Prompts: How did you feel? What thoughts went through your head?
III. Meaning-making of sense of presence experience^
3. If yes in answer to question 1: How did you make sense of the experience? What 
did it mean to you?
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If no in answer to question 1: How do you make sense of other family members’ 
experiences? What do they mean to you?
Prompts: How important have these experiences been to you? What role, if  any, have 
these experiences played in your life/family/relationships and in the way you see 
yourself/feel about yourself and about your family? (To children: How do you feel 
now when you think about it? What kinds o f things come to your mind when you think 
about it now?)
4. What impact, if any, have the sense of presence experiences had on how you 
think/feel about the deceased?
Prompts: How would you describe your relationship to ... (name) now? How do you 
experience the absence/presence o f the deceased now? What impact, if any, has this 
experience had on how you make sense o f the death? (To children: When you think 
about this experience, what thoughts do you have about the [the deceased] now? What 
thoughts do you have now about the death o f the person?)
5. How does the sense of presence experience fit/not fit with your worldview(s) or 
belief system(s), i.e. how you view the world, life and death?
Prompts: What sense, if  any, have you made o f the experience, alone or together with 
other family members? (To children: What do you think o f death now? What do you 
think happens when we die? How might this be different from before this experience 
happened?)
IV. Family Relationships
6. How do you feel about the different views family members have about these 
experiences?
Prompts: What impact might it have on you that other people in the family may have 
different views? How do/did you find talking about the differences? What is it like for 
you when other people in the family have a different view?
7. What impact, if any, has the sense of presence experience had on your life as a 
family?
Prompts: What impact, if  any, has it had on what you do/not do, on your behaviour, 
your routines etc.?What might have changed between before (knowing about) the 
experience and after (knowing about the experience)? What might have changed 
between before the death and now? What might have changed in terms o f individual 
family members ’ roles within the family?
8. How did you find the three occasions on which I joined in with family activities? 
Prompts: Do you have any thoughts, feelings and impressions about any o f the 
activities that you would like to share?
9. What impact, if any, has the sense of presence experience had on your 
relationship^ and connections beyond the immediate family?
Prompts: Have you shared this with others and if yes, what has this been like?
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10. Those are all the questions I wanted to ask, but before we end, I wanted to ask you
if there is anything you would like to add that we have not covered?
End o f  recorded interview
After the recorded interview:
• I would like to spend some time reflecting on what it has been like for you to
take part in this interview. We can take some time over this if you would like.
• First of all, was there anything that you felt was left out which should have
been included? And the reverse, was there anything included that you felt 
should have been left out? If yes: Can you tell me why you think this should 
have been so?
• Were there any moments in the interview when you felt that I did not 
understand or used the wrong language? If yes, when did this happen in the 
interview? What was it that I did not seem to grasp? What language would you 
rather I had used?
• How did you feel about taking part? Was there anything negative about taking
part? Was there anything you found helpful/unhelpful?
- Thank interviewee fo r  taking part.
- Remind the interviewee o f the confidentiality o f the inteiwiew.
- Present small gift (Easter eggs etc.)
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UNIVERSITY OF
SURREY
Information sheet on sense of presence research
Dear Reader,
I am a trainee counselling psychologist at the University o f Surrey conducting a 
research study which explores what role the experience of sensing the presence of the 
deceased may play in bereaved families when (one or more) family members have 
sensed the presence of the deceased.
Sensing the presence o f  the deceased is a common and normal experience following 
bereavement and can still occur many years after the death of someone close. While a 
‘sense of presence’ experience means different things to different people, it is 
generally understood that the bereaved person has a feeling -  which is not always easy 
to describe -  of the deceased person being somehow present or near them. It is not 
generally understood to be something brought about by particular means, for example, 
by a medium in a séance or a similar context or induced by drugs. However, the 
experience can take many different forms, and this study is first and foremost 
interested in what it means to the person(s) having the experience and to their 
families.
The project forms part o f a doctoral course in counselling psychology. I recently 
interviewed individuals about their sense-of-presence experience and what it means to 
them. As bereavement is not only a personal but also a family event, the present study 
is interested in what this experience might mean to the family as a whole. The results 
of the study may shed new light on the role of this experience in bereavement. This 
could expand current understandings of what happens in bereavement and be useful to 
bereavement and end-of-life care services.
In order to conduct this study, I am seeking to interview interested families who have 
been bereaved for at least 18 months and in which at least one family member has had 
at least one experience of ‘sensing the presence o f the deceased’ and has disclosed it 
to the other participating family members. A ‘family’ is here defined as at least three 
related individuals who may or may not live together but who share significant 
time/events with each other. Those taking part in the interviews should be at least 8 
years of age. To develop a faithful understanding of what this experience means to the 
family, I would also like to join the family on several occasions that are related to the 
felt absence or presence of the deceased, e.g. a family pastime that used to involve the 
deceased, a visit to the cemetery or to the family’s place of worship etc., but the form 
this takes is entirely at the family’s discretion.
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If you and your family are interested in taking part (or if you know another family 
who might be interested), I would like to talk to you on the phone to discuss the study 
further. Once a family decides to take part, a convenient time for the initial family 
interview will be arranged. Following this interview, suitable occasions on which I 
might join the family are mutually agreed. Any notes I take during or after these 
occasions will be made available to the family in summary. Interested family 
members might also like to take notes or contribute other relevant materials to the 
study, but this is entirely up to the participating families. Any ideas and findings can 
then be shared at a second interview at the end of the study. The interviews will be 
audio-recorded and transcribed with all potentially identifying details removed. 
Recordings will be destroyed after transcribing. All information will be handled 
confidentially, in accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998. All participants have 
the right to withdraw at any time without giving a reason. The study has been given a 
favourable opinion by the University’s Ethics Committee.
As regards potential risks and benefits, participating families might find it interesting 
and/or helpful to talk about their experiences and understandings. This may mean that 
participating in this study can also lead to a reconsideration of current views. This can 
be seen as a risk as well as a benefit. Talking about bereavement-related experiences 
can also involve feelings of distress. Taking part in a family interview may also lead 
to new disclosures, insights and emotional responses. It is therefore important that 
potential participants think carefully about their feelings regarding participating in this 
research.
If you and your family would like to participate in this study or if you know of another 
family who might be interested, you can contact me by e-mail at 
e.steffen@surrev.ac.uk or leave a message for me with the course secretary on 01483 
689176. You can also contact my supervisor Dr. Adrian Coyle at
a.covle@surrev.ac.uk or on 01483 686906 or at the address given below, should you 
have any further questions or concerns.
Kind regards,
Edith Steffen
Counselling Psychologist in Training
Supervisor:
Dr. Adrian Coyle 
Senior Lecturer 
Department of Psychology 
University of Surrey 
Guildford 
Surrey GU2 7XH
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SURREY
Information sheet on sense of presence research for children under 16
I am a counselling psychologist in training at the University o f Surrey, and my 
research is about the experience when people feel that a loved one who has died is still 
somehow around and they have felt or ‘sensed’ the presence of this person.
What is a ‘sense o f  presence ’ experience?
This is a common and normal experience when a loved one has died, and it can still 
happen many years after the death. Usually there is a feeling -  which is not always 
easy to describe -  of the person being somehow present or near. It usually just 
happens without anyone doing anything to make it happen. It is not usually a dream or 
like a dream. But different people have different experiences, and what matters is 
what it means to the person who feels it and their family.
Why are we looking fo r  families?
Last year, I talked to individual people who had had such an experience. When 
someone dies, the whole family is affected. So this year I am looking at what this 
experience might mean to families as a whole. The findings of this research could be 
used to help and support families following the death o f a loved one.
Who can take part?
Families in which someone has died at least one and a half years ago and in which at 
least one family member (above 18 years of age) has had at least one experience of 
‘sensing the presence of the deceased’ and has told the other family members about it. 
Those taking part in the interviews should be at least 8 years of age.
What will happen?
After a family agrees to take part, a time will be arranged in which I can come to your 
home and we will sit down together and talk about the experience, with me asking the 
family some questions about it. This family interview will take between one hour and 
one and a half hours.
I will then join the family on several occasions -  the kind of activities or events in 
which you might think especially about the person who died. I will write some notes 
about these times and family members are also welcome to write things down if they 
want. Any ideas and findings can then be shared at a second family interview at the 
end of the study.
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What will happen to the notes and other materials?
The interviews will be audio-recorded and transcribed, i.e. people’s words will be 
written out afterwards. When writing down what people have said, any names you 
mention will be changed or left out so that no-one reading this would be able to tell 
this is your family. Everything will be done in accordance with the law, in this case 
the Data Protection Act 1998.
Is there anything else I  should know?
You might find it interesting and helpful to talk about these experiences and what you 
think about them. It is possible that your thoughts and opinions could change as a 
result o f taking part. Talking about experiences to do with the death of someone close 
can also involve feelings of sadness, although we will make sure that the interviews 
feel OK and are not upsetting to you or any other member of your family. All 
participants have the right to stop taking part at any time, and they don’t have to say 
why they don’t want to go on with it.
Any other questions?
If you have any other questions, please just ask me any time.
Edith Steffen
Counselling Psychologist in Training
Supervisor:
Dr. Adrian Coyle 
Senior Lecturer 
Department of Psychology 
University of Surrey 
Guildford 
Surrey GU2 7XH
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UNIVERSITY OF
SURREY
Information sheet on sense of presence research for children under 13
When someone has died, people sometimes feel that the person is still around. They 
can feel or sense the loved one near them. As part of my work at the University of 
Surrey, I would like to talk to people from families where this has happened. I would 
like to ask them what they think about it and what it is like for them and their family. 
To be able to take part, you need to be at least 8 years old.
What will happen?
If you and your family are happy to talk to me about this, I will come to your home 
and we will all sit down together. I will then ask the family some questions about 
what they have felt and what they think about it. Later on, I will come and take part in 
some family activities or events, the kind of events in which you might think 
especially about the person who died. At the end, we will sit down together again for 
another talk.
When we all sit down together for a talk, I will make a recording of what people say. 
Afterwards I will listen to it again and write down what people have said, but I will 
not write people’s names down. When I have written it all out, I will delete the 
recording.
Will I  be OK i f  I  take part?
We will make sure that everyone feels OK and that no-one gets upset. If you don’t 
feel happy, you can stop at any time and you don’t have to say why you don’t want to 
go on with it.
Any other questions?
If you have any other questions, just ask!
Edith Steffen
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION
To begin, I’d like to get some basic information about you (such as your age, education 
and occupation). The reason that I’d like this information is so that I can show those who 
read my research report that I managed to obtain the views of a cross-section of people. 
The information that you give will never be used to identify you in any way because this 
research is entirely confidential. However, if you don’t want to answer some of these 
questions, please don’t feel that you have to.
2. Are you
(tick the appropriate answer)
M a le   Female __
2. How old are you? [ ] years
3. How would you describe your ethnic origins?1
Choose one section from (a) to (e) and then tick the appropriate category to 
indicate your ethnic background.
(c) White
British __
Irish __
Any other White background, please write in below
(d) Mixed
White and Black Caribbean __
White and Black African__________ __
White and Asian __
Any other mixed background, please write in below
(c) Asian or Asian British
Indian __
Pakistani __
Bangladeshi __
Any other Asian background, please write in below
(f) Black or Black British
1 The format o f  this question is taken from the 2001 UK census.
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Caribbean __
African __
Any other Black background, please write in below
(g) Chinese or Other ethnic group
Chinese
Any other, please write below
4. What is your highest educational qualification?
(tick the appropriate answer)
None __
GCSE(s)/0-level(s)/CSE(s) _
A-level(s)/AS -level(s) __
Diploma (END, SRN, etc.) __
Degree _
Postgraduate degree/diploma __
5. What is your current occupation (or, if you are no longer working, what was your
last occupation?)
6. What is your current legal marital status?
(tick the appropriate answer)
Single __
Married __
Civil partnership __
Divorced/separated __
Widowed __
7. a) Do you have any children?
(tick the appropriate answer)
Yes  (go to part b) No __ (go to question 8)
b) How many children do you have?
[ ]
8. What religion, religious denomination or body (if any) do you belong to?1
1 The format o f  this question is taken from the 2001 UK census.
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(tick the appropriate answer)
None __
Church of England __
Roman Catholic __
Any other Christian, please write in below
Buddhist __
Hindu __
Jewish __
Muslim __
Sikh _
Any other religion, please write in below
9. a) How important, if at all, is religion and/or spirituality in your life?
(tick the appropriate answer)
Extremely __
Very __
Quite __
Not very __
Not at all
(Ifyou have answered ‘not at a ll’, this is the end o f the questionnaire: thank you. 
I f  you have ticked any other answer, please go to part b)
b) How would you describe your religion and/or spirituality? {It’s fine to describe 
it in terms o f any tradition or denomination that you ticked earlier, but feel free 
to use your own words or add anything that is important to you. Thank you.)
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SURREY
C o n se n t  fo rm
The aim of this research project is to explore what role, if any, the experience of 
sensing the presence of the deceased might play within bereaved families.
You have agreed to  take part in a study involving two family interviews about your 
family’s experience of this phenomenon. You have also agreed for the researcher to be 
present on several different o cc a sio n s  such as family activities or events that may be 
connected with the felt absence or presence of the deceased. The interviews will be 
digitally audio-recorded and transcribed. In order to protect your confidentiality, any 
identifying information such as names and locations will not be recorded. All data 
received from you will be respected in accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998. 
Once transcribed, the recording will be erased.
You are free to withdraw from the study at any time. You can refuse to answer any of 
the interview questions. Please note that there are no right or wrong answers to any 
questions; the focus is on your experiences and understandings.
Please read the following paragraph and if in agreement, sign where indicated.
I have read and understood the information sheet provided. I understand that I am free 
to withdraw from the study at any time without having to give a reason. I agree that 
the purposes of this research and what my participation in it would entail have been 
made clear to me. I therefore consent to being interviewed about my family’s 
experience of sensing the presence of the deceased, my/our understandings o f this 
experience, its meaning and implications. I also consent to an audio-recording being
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made of this discussion and to all or parts of this recording being transcribed for the 
purposes of research. Furthermore, I consent to the researcher being present on several 
different occasions involving family activities or events relating to the felt absence or 
presence of the deceased.
Name of participant (block capitals):
Signed:.................................................................... D ate :...................................................
On behalf o f those involved with the research project, I undertake that, in respect of 
the audio-recording being made with the above participant, professional 
confidentiality will be ensured, and that any use of audio-recorded or transcribed 
material from audio-recordings will be for the purposes of research only. The 
anonymity of the above participant will be protected.
Name of investigator: EDITH STEFFEN
Signed:..........................................................................D ate :..................................................
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UNIVERSITY OF
SURREY
C o n se n t  fo rm  fo r  c h ild r e n  u n d e r  16
When someone has died, people sometimes feel that the person is still around at times. 
They somehow ‘sense’ the person’s presence. As this ‘sense of presence’ experience 
has happened to someone in your family, your family has been invited to take part in 
this research project. We are interested to know more about the experience or 
experiences and what this means to you all.
After we first talked about the research project, you and your family agreed to take 
part in this study, which involves two occasions on which I would like to talk to your 
family about the experience. You have also agreed for the researcher to come and 
share some family activities or events with you, the kind of activities or events in 
which you might think especially about the person who died. The two interviews will 
be digitally audio-recorded and transcribed, i.e. people’s words will be written out 
afterwards. When writing down what people have said, any names you mention will 
be changed or left out so that no-one reading this would be able to tell that this is your 
family. Everything will be done in accordance with the law, in this case the Data 
Protection Act 1998. After writing everything out, the recording will be deleted.
You can stop taking part in this study at any time and you don’t have to say  why you 
don’t want to go  on with it. You also don’t have to answer any of the interview 
questions if you don’t want to. There are no right or wrong answers to any questions. 
What we want to know is what you have experienced, what you think and what this 
experience means to you.
Please read the following paragraph and if you agree, please sign underneath.
I have read and understood the information the researcher has given. I understand that 
I am free to leave the study at any time without having to give a reason. The purpose
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of this research has been explained to me and I know what is involved when I 
participate. I therefore agree to being talked to about my family’s experience of 
sensing the presence of the loved one who has died, about how I see this experience 
and what it means to me. I also agree to an audio-recording being made of the 
interviews and that the recording will be transcribed as part of the research. I also 
agree to the researcher sharing several family activities or events that are meaningful 
in connection with the person who died.
Name of participant (block capitals):
Signed:......................................................................... Date:
Name of participant’s parent or guardian (block capitals):
Signed:.................................................................... D ate :...................................................
On behalf of those involved with the research project, I undertake that, in respect of 
the audio-recording being made with the above participant, professional 
confidentiality will be ensured, and that any use of audio-recorded or transcribed 
material from audio-recordings will be for the purposes of research only. The 
anonymity of the above participant will be protected.
Name of investigator: EDITH STEFFEN
Signed:..........................................................................D ate :..................................................
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SURREY
C o n se n t  fo rm  fo r  c h ild r e n  u n d e r  13
When someone has died, people sometimes feel that the person is still around. They 
can feel or sense the loved one near them. This has happened to someone in your 
family. As part of my work at the University o f Surrey, I would like to talk to you and 
your family about this.
I would also like to come and take part in some activities or events in which you 
might think especially about the person who died.
When we all sit down together for a talk, I will make a recording of what people say. 
Afterwards I write down what people have said, but I will not write people’s names 
down. When I have written it all out, I will delete the recording.
If you don’t feel happy, you can stop at any time and you don’t have to say why you 
don’t want to go on with it. You don’t have to answer any of the questions if you 
don’t want to.
Please sign your name, if you are happy with this:
Name of participant (block capitals):
S igned:....................................................................... Date: ..
Name of participant’s parent or guardian (block capitals):
Signed:...................................................................... Date:
292
On behalf of those involved with the research project, I undertake that, in respect of 
the audio-recording being made with the above participant, professional 
confidentiality will be ensured, and that any use of audio-recorded or transcribed 
material from audio-recordings will be for the purposes of research only. The 
anonymity of the above participant will be protected.
Name of investigator: EDITH STEFFEN
Signed:...........................................................................Date:
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Support Organisations
C r u se  B e r e a v e m e n t  C a r e
www.crusebereavementcare.org.uk 
Tel: 0844 477 9400 (National Helpline)
Tel: 01483 565660 (Guildford & Waverley Branch)
Tel: 01932 874914 (North West Surrey Branch)
Helpline e-mail: hebline@cruse.org.uk 
General e-mail: info@cruse.org.uk
Seeks to promote the well-being o f  bereaved people and to enable anyone bereaved by 
death to understand their grief and cope with their loss. Services are free to bereaved 
people. The organisation provides support and offers information, advice, education 
and training services.
N a tio n a l A sso c ia tio n  o f  W id o w s
www.nawidows.org.uk
Tel: 0 8 4 5  83 8  2261
E-mail: info@nawidows.org.uk
Offering support, friendship and understanding to men and women who have lost their 
partners through bereavement.
T h e  C o m p a ss io n a te  F r ie n d s
www.tcf.org.uk 
Tel: 0 8 4 5  123 2 3 0 4
E-mail: info@tcf.org.uk
An organisation o f  bereaved parents and their families offering understanding, 
support and encouragement to others after the death o f  a child or children.
S a m a r ita n s  
Tel: 0 8 4 5 7  9 0 9 0 9 0
Helpline fo r  people in distress
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T h e  B r it ish  P s y c h o lo g ic a l S o c ie ty
www.bps.org.uk 
St Andrews House 
48 Princess Road East 
Leicester, LEI 7DR 
Tel: 0116 254 9568 
E-mail: enquiries@bps.org.uk
U n ite d  K in g d o m  C o u n c il fo r  P s y c h o th e r a p is ts
www.psvchotherapy.org.uk
2 ^  F loor
Edward House
2 Wakley Street
London EC IV 7LT
Tel: 020 7014 9955
E-mail: info@psvchotherapv.org.uk
T h e  B r it ish  A sso c ia tio n  fo r  C o u n se llin g  an d  P sy c h o th e r a p y
www.bacp.co.uk 
BACP House
15 St John’s Business Park 
Lutterworth EE 17 4HD 
Tel: 01455 883300 
E-mail: bacp@bacp.co.uk
T h e  A sso c ia tio n  fo r  F a m ily  T h e r a p y
www.aft.org.uk
7 Executive Suite
St. James Court
Wilderspool Causeway
Warrington
Cheshire WA4 6PS
E-mail: s.kennedv@aft.org.uk
T h e  In s t itu te  o f  F a m ily  T h e r a p y
www.instituteoffamilvtherapv.org.uk 
24-32 Stephenson Way 
London NW1 2HX
E-mail: clinical@instituteoffamilvtherapv.org.uk
Summary of shared activities
It has been a great privilege to be able to share some family time.
Abbreviations:
M = Mother
F = Father
D = Daughter
OS = Older son
YS = Younger son
I = Myself, i.e. Interviewer
G o in g  to  m a ss  -  F ir s t  o f  A d v e n t
It was a cold Saturday evening at the end of November. Before going to church, M 
and I sat in the kitchen drinking hot tea and lemon. We talked about family routines 
on Saturdays, for example how M and F would have a coffee before going to church. I 
learned about the shocking events leading up to F passing away and how the doctors 
had failed to treat him correctly. We drove to church in good time, so the places that 
the family usually sits in would still be free. I could see how well-known and well- 
integrated in the church community the family is, with D acting as altar server, and a 
man in the pew behind telling M a story that he thought she would find funny. The 
priest also came up to me and wanted to know who I was and where I was from. The 
church, was not lull and there was no singing or music in general during mass. Going 
up to communion, the family only had bread and not wine, as in an ordinary mass in 
[country]. On the way home there was a discussion between M and D about going 
back to [country] by car or by train, with F wondering if it might be possible to take 
the train, something M argued against as impractical, for example as it would be very 
difficult to visit F’s grave.
P la y in g  C lu e d o  -  B e g in n in g  o f  J a n u a r y
This was not long after Christmas. The Christmas tree was still up. M told me that she 
had been very unwell during the holidays but felt better now. We had agreed to play a 
board game, something that can be done with the whole family and also something 
that they used to do as a family. Talking about which game to play, OS and YS said 
they did not mind which and D decided to play Cluedo, a murder mystery game. D set
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the gam e up and read out the rules. During the gam e there were a num ber o f  occasions 
when people seem ed unsure o f  the rules, leading to  som e debate. W hen the gam e was 
finished, people continued reflecting on what had happened and asked each other 
questions about moves, intentions and strategies. Afterwards, D, OS and YS left the 
room  and M  and I were talking w hen a light bulb went, prom pting a discussion about 
differences betw een England and [country], for exam ple the English w ay o f  m erely 
patching things up com pared to a m ore thorough approach in [country], leading to 
discussions about the NHS and its negligence.
V is it in g  S to n e h e n g e  -  M id -M a r c h
W e had to go in two cars as the fam ily car was still in the garage, having been in an 
accident on the fam ily’s trip to [country] during h a lf term  and as the courtesy car 
w ould not have had a seat belt for me. M  told me that F had often gone to Stonehenge 
with the fam ily and that he had been fascinated by it. It was here that they becam e 
m em bers o f  N ational Heritage, o f  which they often m ade use, for exam ple when going 
to historical re-enactm ents. W hen we arrived, we were surprised to find quite a lot o f  
people there for the tim e o f  year. A lthough it had been pouring w ith rain in the 
m orning, the w eather had now changed, and there was beautiful sunshine and far- 
stretching blue skies. A s w e walked around Stonehenge, M com m ented on how 
nothing had changed at the place, how am azing the stones looked and how  different 
an im pression one got o f  the site when the light changed. D, OS and YS did not say 
much. YS had an audio-guide and was listening to it at tim es. D  took pictures o f  the 
site w ith her phone and OS walked silently m ost o f  the time. M and I talked about the 
cultural significance but also about how little we knew o f  the people who had 
worshipped here. M  recalled that there was a path still visible in the landscape that 
stretched from the site itself towards the horizon but it was difficult to m ake out. W e 
then bought some food and sat down round a table in the open air, eating our lunch in 
the sunshine. D, OS and YS seemed m ostly absorbed in their phones and Ipods, while 
M and I were talking, for exam ple about the upcom ing 3rd anniversary o f  F passing 
away. M noted how the children had grown in those years and how to her it did not 
feel like three years.
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F am ily  1
Family Interview 1
I: Interviewer 
M: Mum
A: Anna (15, almost 16 years old)
N: Neil (13, almost 14 years old)
E: Edward (12 years old)
I: OK. So what I wanted to start with, if you’re happy with that, is, would the person who had 
the experience or whoever had experiences would like to talk about what these experience 
were or what the experience was. Just wanted to ask if  you’re happy if we start with that. I 
don’t know who of you had the experience of sensing the presence but whoever had, would 
you like to say something about what you’ve experienced?
M: You, children?
A: Not really.
I: Have you had a sense of presence experience? An experience, a sense that ... your father 
was somehow present?
A: Um, I mean I like to think he’s always there but I didn’t have a specific moment when I 
thought I can tell that he’s really here or something. So I don’t really think that I ’ve had such 
an experience in that sense (I: yeah).
I (to E): And...
E: No, I don’t think so.
N: Not really, no.
I: OK. What about you? {to mum)
M: Well, but we have had something strange, because one day I was here with one of the 
children. I can’t remember exactly who it was, but in the evening, the phone was quiet, 
nobody called us, but in the evening I entered into this room and I noticed on the answer- 
machine that it was one call more. I could see it on the display that someone had called, and I 
was surprised because I hadn’t heard anything, so I just took it and I pushed the button and I 
heard, and it was nearly quiet, or outside it was loud and I couldn’t hear properly. So I tried it 
a second time and I could recognise the voice o f my husband and waited .... so I called them 
in the evening and we were all together here, and they confirmed, ‘Yes, it’s Daddy’s voice.’ It 
was about two months after his death, something like this, quite short.
A: I don’t really remember. I don’t really think it sounded like him. I think that a lot o f things 
like this do have a scientific explanation behind them. I don’t think that it’s a a supernatural 
kind o f message or something. I think whilst we can’t explain it, um I think there is probably 
some sort of explanation behind it. So, yeah, I don’t really think it was-
M: -yeah, but which explanation? He said clearly my name, and it was, it’s his voice.
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A: Yeah, but theoretically, anyone that anyone who has that number knows that we live here. 
So I’m thinking I can’t explain but I think that there is some sort of explanation, a sort of 
normal explanation behind it that makes sense, we just don’t know what it is.
I {to mum)-. For you this is not the case? (M: yeah, no) You have a different view on it?
M: Because I remember, their first reaction was, ‘Yes, it’s Daddy’s voice.’ as well. Yeah.
I: And how did you feel at the time when you had the experience?
M: Happy {pause 3 secs) because for me it was something like um as if he would like to say 
‘I’m with you. You are not alone. I’m still here.’ (I: Yeah. Mmhm)
\{to A): But you can’t remember that experience or when you heard?
A: I do remember it as such. I remember her coming over and saying ‘Oh, listen to this.’ And 
then she played the answering machine. But I mean it was strange but I still do think that there 
is some normal explanation behind it.
I: So at the time you did not think, ‘Oh, i f  s-‘
A: -um not really. I just thought it was weird. I didn’t have this huge feeling like oh my gosh, 
you know. I was more like this, it’s a bit strange.
I: OK. So, did you talk about it at the time together?
A: I don’t really think so. Not really.
I: You didn’t.
M: No.
I: You didn’t share what it meant for you?
M: No. No. Because everyone has, I don’t know, their own thoughts and feelings. No. (pause) 
I just wanted to show them that there is a message from my husband that he tries to uh to 
show that he’s here, that we shouldn’t think that he just disappeared and doesn’t exist 
anymore.
I: That was your hope (M: yeah) that you could show that to the children (M: yeah), (to Anna) 
But it sounds like that’s not how you experienced it at all. (A: No) And now?
A: No. I don’t think that my view has changed. I think it’s like. Yeah, it doesn’t seem to me 
like a sensing o f his presence.
I: This experience with the phone.
I (To N): And what about you? How do you think of that? Can you remember when that 
happened?
N: Yeah.
I: Do you remember what you thought at the time?
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N: I didn’t really think it was my Dad’s voice or anything like that. I just thought it was like a 
prank call or something.
I: You did not experience it as a message?
N: No.
I (to E): Do you remember?
E: Yeah, I do remember. I don’t think that it was him. It was really quiet, so it was more like 
that someone called and then didn’t say anything. It wasn’t very clear, so you couldn’t really 
hear it. So I thought someone just called and then left it.
I (to M): OK. So, I was just thinking that this was your hope that that would be a 
communication that there’s a communication that the children experience. But it seems that 
that’s not how they experienced it.
M: Well, for me it’s still his voice (I: Mm). I have it on a CD, so I can listen to it every time I 
like. And it’s his voice. I can’t imagine that someone else, a person that I don’t know, a male 
person would say something like this and in this way and would mention my name. Why? 
Every other person would normally speak on the answer-machine and tell what they want to 
tell and not like this.
I: So, for you this is a really important experience that you really experienced him getting in 
touch.
M: I know it’s strange. I know, but perhaps everything is possible. I don’t know.
I (to children): Is there something for you that you think it’s possible even though you don’t 
really believe that’s what it was? Or is this something that you think is impossible to get some 
communication from-
A: -I don’t know, to be honest. I don’t know if it is possible or isn’t possible but I’m tending 
towards thinking it probably isn’t, because I think when you do think it is, sometimes it might 
just be a normal explanation and that you’re just kind o f believing it’s a communication from, 
you know, someone’s someone’s that die, someone’s that, someone has died, but um it isn’t 
actually, so I’m thinking that no, I don’t think it is possible, to be honest (I: Mmhm). I think 
there is, like, you know, life after death and that this person does live on in some sense but I 
don’t think that they can kind of come back or talk or, you know, give a sign or something. I 
just don’t think that that’s possible, because then I think it would happen a lot more often, 
cause I think we find it difficult to let go o f people but then surely, they must find it difficult 
to just leave and leave everything behind. So even if there was this possibility, a lot more 
people would experience it and that it would be a sort of more common thing, whilst I don’t 
really think it’s that common (I: Mmhm). So 11 don’t think it’s possible, to be honest.
I (to N): And what about you?
N: No, I don’t think it’s possible.
I (to E): And you? Do you agree with that?
E: Yeah.
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M: But it’s strange because I was at home! Normally when someone calls, the phone rings (I: 
yes), and it didn’t ring at all (I: yeah), the whole afternoon. I was here (I: yes). And I noticed, 
one message more. How can it be? Why shouldn’t it be possible? Maybe we just don’t know 
because people don’t talk about these things, but perhaps it happens very often in the world. I 
don’t know that people get some signs. Why not?
I: Did you have other experiences? Did you have other sense of presence experiences?
M: Well um, I heard him coming to me in my father’s uh, in my parents-in-law’s house, on 
the stairs coming up. Because the stairs are made of wood, and every time someone goes on, 
they make a noise, and I remember him coming several times to me, so I know exactly his 
way of walking, and it was exactly the same.
I: Did you then when the steps had come up have a sense of a physical presence somehow?
M: Not a physical but of a kind of uh it was very peaceful and warm and familiar atmosphere 
(I: Mmhm) Yeah...
I: Did that feel comforting?
M: Yeah.
I: When was that in relation to the telephone message?
M : I think two or three months later.
I: Did you tell the children about it?
M: No, no, because I thought they wouldn’t believe it.
I: Have you heard o f this experience before?
Children: No.
I: So what’s that like for you to hear?
A: I don’t know, I mean, I’m thinking, because I wasn’t there.
M: He was there.
A: No, because I wasn’t there when it, when you said it happened. I wasn’t actually with you. 
So I can’t, I don’t feel I’m in a position to say oh I think, you know, it did happen or it didn’t 
happen, because I wasn’t there, so I don’t really know whether, you know, my mum just 
imagined it or whether there was actually the sound o f footsteps and, you know, this um 
atmosphere, but um about my grandparents’ house, I think like I feel quite uncomfortable 
when I’m up there on my own (I: Mmhm), and I think it all started in the summer after he 
died, and I was going to my friend’s house, so I was on my way to the train station. I was just 
about to leave and um the people who from the Council that, you know, take the bins and 
empty them, the bin people, they couldn’t turn (I: yeah) and so, because my mum’s car was in 
the way, so they just left the bins and just drove back down, which meant that our the bins of 
my grandparents hadn’t been collected. And I remember my mum and the, they have like 
some people at my grandparents’ house who look after my grandparents, her and my mum 
went after the people to say, ‘Look, you have to get our bins, you can’t just you know leave 
them’ or whatever. And I’m standing there thinking, I really have to catch my train. And um
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they said the reason they had is because they saw a guy at the two top windows which is 
where me and my parents always stayed and my brothers um just looking down and watching 
them struggle to turn and they thought, well, he’s aware that we’re here and we can’t do it, so 
we’re just going to leave it. And we were like, oh but there can’t be a guy cause you know. 
My mum believed they were describing my dad and I don’t really know, but ever since then I 
feel really sort of strange when I’m at the top of the house on my own.
I: Strange as...?
A: Kind of uncomfortable. Not quite scared, just like I don’t like being up there on my own.
I: So when that happened, you did not see this?
A: No.
I: It sounded like there was someone there who shouldn’t be there?
A: Kind of. I mean, we went up there and there wasn’t anyone and there wasn’t any signs of 
anyone having got in. I mean it’s quite impossible that they gone up the stairs from the main 
floor. Yeah, I guess, that was kind of in the sense that it couldn’t be explained and it was 
definite that there was no-one else because my granddad was downstairs the whole time, and 
they did describe a younger man than an old man, and it just makes me think that ... I don’t 
know, but it just makes me feel uncomfortable sometimes being up there (I: Mmhm). I think 
cause I think something happened that maybe wasn’t supposed to happen cause I don’t think, I 
always have this feeling that he shouldn’t be here (I: OK, yeah), that he’s not supposed to be 
here anymore basically, that he’s gone and that, that’s just, we have to kind of learn to live 
with it. And it kind o f not freaks me out but it makes me really uncomfortable knowing that- 
to me it seems like the balance has sort of been broken. I always get the feeling when 
someone dies, you’ve kind of, you’re separate now, in the sense that you can’t ever talk to 
them again. They can’t come back, whatever, and I always think, when I hear stories of things 
where, you know, they believe they’ve had an experience and this person’s come back and 
something, that something’s happened that shouldn’t have happened.
I: Mmhm. So, and what does it mean if something like that happens? What’s the... feeling? 
It’s not quite anxiety but there’s something that-
A: It just feels wrong, you know. It’s like um when, say you have a friend and you know, they 
always have an awful hairstyle or something and then someone actually goes up to them and 
tells them that, you know, and it just feels like, ‘oh you shouldn’t have said that’. It’s one of 
those moments when you just think it shouldn’t happen.
I: It just goes against something...
A: some sort of unspoken rule. Yeah. It just doesn’t seem like it should happen.
M: For me it is completely different, because I see this as a sign of comfort. T’m with you still 
and I always will be.’ I see it like this, and I think he also protects his parents or not protect, 
it’s the wrong word, he tries to be there with them (I: Mmhm. Yeah)
I (to N): What do you make of it? Can you remember that?
N: I think I was inside with my grandparents at the time when that happened, so I wasn’t 
really there. I don’t know.
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I: Did you hear it? Did you realise what they were saying?
N: No, I was inside the house and they were outside talking to the binmen.
I: And did you at the time, did you hear that they, the story it seemed as if  it could have been a 
visitation or sense of presence of your dad somehow? Was that ever suggested at the time? Or 
did anyone talk about that?
A: Not really. I don’t think.
I: Have you spoken about this with your mum then?
A: No, not really. I don’t think so. It’s just she’s always quite, you know, oh, you know, he’s 
here, he’s with us, and I just think that, whilst I don’t think he’s not here and he’s not looking 
over us whatever, I just don’t feel that it’s ... right, it doesn’t seem kind o f fit, it’s really hard 
to explain but um I mean, especially after he died I had quite a few dreams and in my dream 
rather than, you know, talking to him whatever, I would say, ‘Why are you here? You 
shouldn’t be here.’ because it doesn’t seem right, because I’m thinking he’s dead. Therefore I 
can’t see him and I can’t talk to him.
I: Somehow then it’s a bit like, it helps to know he’s there and then it’s clearer (A: yeah); 
otherwise it’s...
A: less conflicting, less confusing.
I: When this happened with the bins, did you at the time think ‘Who is this man in the house?’ 
or did anyone say anything to you?
A: I remember my mum looking at um the lady who was helping out because she’d also 
known that my dad had just died recently, and I could tell that that’s what they were thinking 
and then my mum said, Oh maybe it’s him but he’s dead, you know. And I hadn’t thought of 
that directly. I was more thinking of, well, you know, who could be up there? I can’t think of 
anyone who should be up there.
I: OK. So you (to mum) were saying, maybe it was him.
M: How the men described my husband, I must say, it was him, because this dustman didn’t 
know my husband at all. He had never seen him, so um but it’s not the end o f the story, 
because a few days later when we came back, this woman called here who looked after my 
parents-in-law, and she spoke to this dustman again and he said he was completely confused, 
because he said on this day he could not turn the car because o f the car parking there. He 
didn’t have enough space to turn the big huge car. So he took a picture of the house with these 
cars in front and this man in the window with his mobile to show it to his both if the people 
should complain that they are late picking up the bins, that he just couldn’t do his work 
properly, and later on when he wanted to show this photograph, this part where the man was 
in the window didn’t appear on his mobile, only the other part o f the house.
I: Although he took it almost to show there was someone there. (M: Mmhm). (To the children) 
Did you know about this? Is this new to you?
M: No, they didn’t.
1: Is this new to you now to hear that? How does that sound to you? What do you think?
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A: The first thing that came into my head just then was um, do you mean the picture was cut 
off as if he hadn’t even aimed for that bit or did it have a stripe in it?
M: Yeah, the man couldn’t, the man couldn’t understand, and he said, T’m not crazy. I can 
take pictures!’ And he said he was sure that he had the whole house in this photograph, and he 
couldn’t explain why in his mobile appeared only the half of the house.
I (to the children): When you hear this, what’s that like for you? Have you got any thoughts 
on that or feelings?
A: I think it’s quite weird cause I’m thinking if there was, you know, a ghost or something, I 
don’t know if that would influence the picture and maybe there was something and it did 
influence the picture um I think that I mean I don’t know this person personally. I don’t 
actually know the bin man. I’ve seen him, I can’t recall what he looks like any more. It’s too 
long ago. I don’t know his name or anything, so I’m thinking, while he says he can take 
pictures, you know, he might just have a phone where i f  s just cut it off or something, or what 
I find with some, like my camera for example, you hold it down and it will take a picture but 
you have to hold the camera still for a certain amount, cause if you move it too quickly, then it 
just smudges it or takes a picture o f something else that you have then moved it to. So maybe 
he just thought he had taken a picture of the whole house but moved it, the phone or 
something and only got half of it.
I: So, for you, there is an explanation (A: yeah) in which the fact that this picture isn’t giving 
you-
A: -I don’t think it’s linked. I think the reason he probably spoke to her about it and 
mentioned it, is because that’s the sort of two strange things that he probably connects with 
the house now, you know, seeing someone which confused everyone saying there’s no-one up 
there and taking a picture when he thought he’s got the whole house in but I think that um to 
be honest, I don’t think the picture had anything to do with it. I think it just came up because it 
was another strange thing that happened in connection. If it had, if  the whole thing ‘oh there’s 
someone, there was someone at the window looking down’ hadn’t happened, I think he would 
have been like, ‘oh I messed up the photo’. I don’t think he would have thought more about it. 
I think once you’re aware that something strange is going on or you believe something strange 
is going on, you look out for it more and you notice it more.
M: Yeah but the man didn’t know. He had no idea.
A: Yeah but he said he was confused when everyone was like ‘oh but’ you know ‘there can’t 
be anyone up there’, so that automatically makes you think, ‘well, who did I see then? Is there 
a burglar?’ or something like that, you know, and it’s something different rather than ‘ah I saw 
someone up there’ ‘Oh yeah, that was so-and-so’, you know, you think about it more and I 
think the more you think about something, the more you kind o f notice things about it, you 
know, no matter what it is, if it’s that kind o f situation or just generally, you know, you talk a 
lot about, I don’t know, other people’s hair colour and then you notice it a lot more when you 
meet people as well. I think he just focused a lot more on, I think his mind was concentrating 
or thinking more about the strange things that were happening, you know, if he hadn’t, if he’d 
just continued his day as usual and he went to show the picture and it only showed half the 
house, he probably would have ‘oh man, I messed up the picture.’
M: Yeah but in this time it was he who spoke about a man looking from the window. He had 
no idea what happened before. It was a person who has nothing to do with our family at all, 
and he mentioned there someone and at the same time my mother-in-law said, she is a little bit 
mentally confused after a brain hemorrhage, so she um she’s confused sometimes, but she
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mentioned at this time, she spoke to me about a young man who lived upstairs, and 1 know 
that there wasn’t a young man. Upstairs was no-one, and she was talking about a young man 
who lived upstairs and sometimes came into her room where she used to sleep and uh on this 
morning she said, ‘Oh the young man was here again. He came to me, to my home, and then 
he left without closing the door.’ So she was complaining that he didn’t close the door after 
himself uh but it was confusing, because she was talking about a young man, and she has no 
connection to this dustman who has no idea about what happened and he mentioned as well a 
young man at her window (I: Mmhm).
I: And you were in the house?
M: Yeah, they were in the house.
I: But not all of you?
A: I was outside, because I was about to get in the car.
I: And the ones who were in the house, did you notice anything, or was there anything for you 
in that experience?
M: I think the boys were sleeping.
N: I was upstairs with Ed.
M: yeah, yeah. You were there.
A: Yeah, so probably the guy saw my brothers.
M: No, no, I asked him. He said, ‘no, no, it was a young man over 40-‘
N: I think I was looking out of the window cause when you said you’d go downstairs, cause 
they told you to go downstairs, and then Anna went downstairs as well, I looked out o f the 
window but then I went to my brother.
M: Did you see the dustmen?
N: I saw the lorry just down there and then I went back.
M: Because I asked the men, ‘Was it a boy, teenager age?’ And he was angry, No, not at all. 
He knew that it was a man, middle-aged and with glasses.
E: Neil’s far away and there’s that see-thing, so if you’re standing on that, you’re much taller.
M: I don’t know but he said definitively that it wasn’t a boy. I don’t know. I don’t know, but 
it’s strange that it’s a coincidence with my mother-in-law, what she said and him.
A: But, um she does pick up pieces of information that she hears people talking about like 
when you’re talking to someone else and she’s there, sometimes she’ll pick up on something 
that you’ve said and she’ll ask a question, and a lot of the times things that she says don’t 
make sense, so you kind of have to guess what she’s trying to say, and I think that maybe she 
just heard, you know, um my mum talking about it and that that’s something that maybe stuck 
in the back o f her mind and then, because a lot of the time she’s saying really strange things 
when she’s trying to get another thing across, you know, so I think she was trying to say 
something, you know, quite simple, quite plain, because that was in the back of her mind, 
she’s just started using that to try and explain something. I mean she does that sometimes.
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You’ll be talking about something and then later on in the day she’ll use something that you 
said earlier, and you think she’s referring to the earlier conversation but she’s actually just 
using that word because it’s stuck in her mind.
M: Yeah, yeah, no, you’re right, but on this day, on this morning, I didn’t say anything. I was 
just in the kitchen doing something-
A: -yeah but she may have remembered it from the previous day
M: and she didn’t say anything when suddenly she mentioned this, this young man. I was 
surprised. I was asking her, ‘Which young man? Who?’ And she said, ‘Oh, oh, this young 
man who lives upstairs.’
A: He, he, my dad never lived upstairs, because that’s the new extension bit that extends 
upwards and um he’s not young and he wasn’t young.
M: Yeah, but comparing to her, he was young.
A: Yeah but I think when, even in that case, yes, he was young compared to her, but then in 
theory you could say that about anyone that was younger than her. I think she’s the kind of 
person that would have said more, you know, the man living upstairs rather than the young 
man living upstairs, cause I think that’s the kind of thing she would referred maybe to a 20- or 
30-year-old.
M: 1 don’t know. I don’t know, but I could imagine that she ...
I: But it seems at the time it meant that he was communicating- 
M: yeah, the footsteps...
I: something positive and caring, whereas it sounds for you it didn’t have that meaning at all at 
any time.
A: If anything, it’s just made, you know, being upstairs at nighttime on my own sometimes 
just a bit more scary really, cause there is that sort of unsureness about what’s actually 
happened, because no-one knows for sure. It just makes me feel uncomfortable.
I: So it’s more about how can this happen that you’re not sure how to explain (A: Y eah), so 
leaving open something that’s not kind of clear (A: mhm). It sounds like when you said when 
someone dies, then they are over in a different place, and it’s a clarity, and it sounds like that 
is actually comforting to you, to know that people are over in a place either living or dead, but 
not mixing. It sounds like (to mum) for you the mixing is comforting (M: yeah), and (to Anna) 
for you, it’s actually the opposite, like it’s more comforting to know that your father is in a 
different place and that he’s staying there.
A: I think so. I agree. Yeah. I like sort of facts and certainty in my life, I think. I know some 
things for sure, you know, like we breathe in air and stuff like that and I think I know he’s 
dead, so I know for sure that he can’t just, you know, walk in right now or call me, and when 
something unexplainable does happen, it just doesn’t seem right, and I think I automatically 
search for a sort of scientific explanation to it cause it doesn’t fit what we know, you know, 
that he’s dead. He’s not breathing. He’s buried. He can’t be there physically, so I quite like the 
clarity.
M: But you can’t answer every question in a scientific way.
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A: No, that’s true. I mean even a hundred years ago there was a lot o f things you couldn’t 
explain that now we can, and I think in the future, if somebody was investigating exactly with 
detail, calculating the timings where everyone was, the potential, you know, what it’s like to 
look up and what could have been seen and what wasn’t really there. You know, if you were 
to precisely investigate this with amazing technology, I think you would find that actually 
everything does have an explanation. I don’t think there is this ability to mix because people 
need to move on and stuff like that and whilst I do believe that there’s a God and a sort of 
afterlife, I think it just makes it easier um there’s no point mixing it, because it’s kind of, the 
whole faith thing is that you have faith that you will, you know, come to a better place, you 
know, a different place when you die but then if everyone had the chance or the ability to go 
back to their living relatives or whoever and tell them, you know, I’m fine and things like that, 
then kind o f breaks the whole point of faith. I think, I mean I don’t know exactly what I’m 
trying to say but yeah I think everything does have an explanation and w e’ll just never know 
what exactly the explanation is.
I: And what’s it like for you, boys? What are your views on this? (pause) Is it to you also that 
the dead are over there and-
N: I believe in some facts and I believe in the afterlife as well, but mostly I believe that most 
things do have an explanation and some things are impossible to do.
I: So, for you, these experiences do not mean that your dad has communicated something?
N: Yeah, cause if (long pause)
A: I think that maybe he would have liked to communicate and maybe he would want to, and 
I mean sometimes I do think, oh, it would be really nice to talk to him, but I don’t think dead 
people have the ability to do that, because I think every time someone loses someone or 
someone dies, there’s always something that you wanted to say or that you wanted to do. I 
don’t think anyone ever dies, you know, in a sense that they don’t have anything to talk about, 
anything to go back to, they’ve lost every single sort of connection or that everything they’ve 
wanted to do, they’ve done, so I think that if this is my dad coming back and saying things 
whatever, that surely loads of other people would have that feeling as well and loads of other 
people would take the opportunity to come back and, you know, clear up things before 
moving on, and I just don’t think that that’s something you can do, because there’s always 
gonna be something that you’ve wanted to do, something you’ve wanted to tell someone, so 
nobody would ever be ready to move on and so, basically, I don’t think there is the possibility 
to come back to this world and letting people know you’re OK or telling them that you’re with 
them whilst I do think that they are sort of looking over. I think that’s the extent o f what they 
can do.
I: Looking over.
A: Yeah, I don’t think they have the ability to actually communicate.
I: So do you feel, cause you were saying at the beginning you have a sense that somehow he’s 
there but not as an experience like that? So do you feel you are being watched over?
A: Yeah, like I think my dad is, you know, with me all the time and he always will be. I think 
he is watching and, you know, seeing how I grow up and how I live my life but I don’t think 
that he has the ability to, you know, leave a message or communicate or suddenly appear and 
just let me know that he loves me or whatever, because I know that. I don’t need him to come 
and say that. I think yeah, that’s basically it.
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I: So that sense of him watching over you, that is more um , that’s more, I don’t know how 
you’d call that. How do you feel that?
A: I just think I know it.
I: It’s a knowing.
A: Yeah, it’s just like knowledge in a way.
I {to the boys): Is that, do you feel that as well that your dad is somehow watching over?
E: Not really. I wouldn’t really believe in it. I do believe about God but I wouldn’t really 
believe that people can change what you do when they’re dead.
I: Mmhm. And watching over has different meanings to different people. Some people may 
feel they’re watching, they’re there, and some people may feel that watching over means 
they’re protecting me. Is that what you mean? That they can’t really intervene?
E: Yeah. They can’t. If you do something, they can’t really like change it. Or if you hurt 
yourself, they couldn’t stop you hurt yourself.
I: And do you feel your dad is somehow present even if he is not able to do something?
E: A bit but not that much. Yeah, I would.... I’d kind of say yeah, he is, but not really sure.
I (to N): And what about you?
N: Well, sometimes people see what they want to see. Sometimes they forget the reality about 
something and ... yeah
A: I agree. I think sometimes people see what they want to see. So you’ll see something and 
interpret it in a way that you want it to be. So I think a lot o f the time it’s just, you know, 
something unexplained happening and believing that, you know, this is um, you know, my 
dad or my father or whatever. I think it’s just something unexplained that happened and that’s 
the explanation that some people give for it whilst I think that I’m just kind of living with it as 
in yeah I don’t know what the explanation is and for me it’ll always be unexplained but I 
don’t think I’m gonna say, oh, you know, it was my dad, because I just don’t think that, I 
think that’s just wishful thinking really.
I: That’s interesting, because you were also saying you’d find it actually uncomfortable, so for 
you I’m wondering would that be something you’d wish?
A: Yeah, I think the reason it feels uncomfortable sometimes is because it is unexplained. If 
someone told me, you know, it all happened because this thing happened, I don’t know 
something fell down and this caused the light to go on which then made this happen, yeah like 
a chain o f events that caused somebody to think this is what happened but it didn’t really, I 
think this would put me a lot more at ease and if someone could prove to me that actually, yes, 
he was there and, yeah, this is what happened, then that would probably surprise me a lot but 
still put me at ease in the sense of I know definitely what this was. I think not knowing is 
making it slightly a bit uncomfortable (I: OK, yeah) cause it’s leaving sort of all the options 
open like there could have actually someone been that had broken in and stood there for all I 
know.
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I: Yes, so it’s this not knowing that feels uncomfortable (A: yeah). So um, thinking about, in 
terms of what this experience means to the family as a whole, it sounds like it’s almost like 
two camps, where (to mum) you have sort of one view and (to children) the three of you seem 
to have quite a different view. So what’s that like as a family for you? Do you sort of just 
allow each other your different views, or do you find it difficult that you have different views 
on it?
M: No, no, I don’t, because I think when they see it like this, it’s for them, that’s OK. For me 
it means something else. Perhaps because I’m older and I lost my husband, it’s something 
different, because I really think it’s something like if I lost my future. They have their future 
still. I don’t, because we we made a lot of plans, with my husband, what we would like to do 
after we become retired and things like that. And now everything is gone. It wouldn’t ever be 
like we wished. So for me it’s gone, but they are in a different position, so for them it means 
something different, but back to this what they said before. I think there are some things you 
can’t really explain-
(telephone rings; interview interrupted)
Resuming interview after short break:
I {to mum)\ So, you were saying, for you it is different, but you wanted to say something 
else...
M: Yeah, because, for example, after the funeral, Anna went uh with uh with our friends, 
visiting our friends, so I drove back to my parents in law only with the boys. So the boys were 
in the car and me, and the boys were sitting in the back. And on the way back uh to my 
parents they fell asleep, so they were sleeping and fifteen minutes later, without noticing it, I 
feel asleep, driving the car, deeply asleep, and I was driving and they had no idea, we were 
three in the car sleeping, and it was a dual carriageway and we were driving, and suddenly I 
woke up, because the wheel was turning left (I: Mmhm), and I didn’t do it, because I was 
really sleeping (I: yeah, yeah), so I woke up because o f this movement and I looked and whoa, 
I got a shock, because we were, the car was, came down from the road and we were driving 
along the barrier, along the road, the uh uh
A: Hard shoulder?
M: Hard shoulder yeah. So I was very very close and behind the hard shoulder there was a is a 
uh uh
A: ditch
M: deep uh well the fields, but much deeper than the road 
A: lower 
I: OK
M: So 1 woke up and we were this distance {indicates short distance with hands) in front of 
this hard shoulder (I: Mmhm), so I really woke up in the last second (I: yeah), so I woke 
because the wheel was turning to the left, so I kept turning it more to the left, so I managed to 
come back to the road and continue our journey, and it was fine, but I’m sure, if I hadn’t 
woken up, we would have had an accident and the car would turn and probably we would all 
three we would be dead, and only Anna would stay here (I: Mmhm). And it’s very very 
unusual, because I was so tired because of the preparation of this funeral and the loss o f my
309
husband and everything, and I just couldn’t avoid it. I just suddenly from one second to 
another, I fell asleep, so deep that I had no idea where I was (I: yes), and I woke up because 
the wheel was turning to the left (I: yeah). How do you explain this?
E: You always sleep like, when you do sleep in the sitting position, you usually sleep like that 
{bends to the left).
A: Yeah, you tilt to the left yourself.
E: Yeah, you probably tilted with your knee or something, cause your seat is really close to 
the steering wheel.
M: Edward, but not-
A: Yes, your knee touched the steering wheels and then your hands followed the movement 
{unintelligible due to M, A and E  talking at the same time).
M: OK, OK, I don’t know. It could be, but the fact is that the wheel was turning to the left and 
in the last second when it would have happened, one second later, Anna, it would be too late 
for us, for all o f us.
A: Um, this is probably not quite the right thing to say or whatever and it’s probably a bit 
childish but it reminds me of the um Simpsons episode where Homer is in the exact same 
position apart from he’s about to get off the cl, they’re driving along this mountain and he’s 
fallen asleep at the wheel and he wakes up because he sees himself coming close towards the 
hard shoulder, but then the huge lorry he’s driving turns itself anyway and follows the road 
cause it turns out it’s got one of those things where um the car can tell when it’s approaching 
an object at high speed and when this happens it turns itself anyway. I don’t know if you can 
get that in real life but that’s what I was thinking, yeah, that’s what it kind o f reminds me of.
M: No, but this car doesn’t-
N: W e’ve got-
A: Are you sure?
N: -we have got a modem car-
A: We have got sensors.
N: -and there are sensors. W e’ve got cruise control and there are sensors on the side o f the car 
and at the back, so when we reverse there is a beeping noise-
M {talking on top ofN)\ Yeah, but not in the front.
A {talking on top o f  N): Yeah but you don’t know
N: - so you know how far away you are from an object.
A: But you don’t know that. Have you, you’ve never tested it. You’ve never driven it at a high 
speed, waiting for the steering wheel to turn itself, because that’s not something that you do, 
because you think if it doesn’t, I’m gonna, you know, kill myself.
M: But even if it should be like this, why was the wheel turning to the left?
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A: Because to the right, it can sense the hard shoulder (rest unintelligible due to mother 
talking over her)
M: The car, the car is not able to know that I was in the country with the right traffic.
A: No, no no! But it can sense, it obviously, if this car had this ability, it would have um, you 
know like at the back it’s got little sensors-
M: But it’s not a magic car, Anna, it’s a normal car.
A: But listen, listen. At the back, it has sensors-
M: At the back but not at the front.
N: (calls out something, unintelligible)
A: But if  it had them at the front as well-
M: No, it wouldn’t. But it hasn’t.
A: But if it did, Mum.
M: Yeah but it hasn’t.
A: Yes, but if it, yeah but that’s not what I’m trying to argue. I’m trying to tell you that your 
point about your driving on the left side or the right side of the road is not a valid point 
because the sensor doesn’t matter, because if it senses something, it will obviously give a 
warning noise or turn or do whatever it has been told to do. It doesn’t matter whether or not 
it’s a typical situation that’s been programmed into the car.
E: [NameYs car does that. It has all the way round it has sensors and if it drives something 
really fast or I don’t know or if the car in front of you stops, it’ll make a noise and tell her to 
slow down or speed up.
M: Yes, but this car doesn’t have it.
A: I mean, are you sure you were asleep? Because sometimes I think people are in this sort of 
zone where you kind of think you’re sleeping but your eyes are still open? (M: No no...) I get 
that sometimes in lessons and I know I shouldn’t but you’re awake but you’re not (M: No, no) 
concentrating at all {unintelligible).
M: I know definitively, Anna, that I was sleeping and that my eyes were closed.
N: Some people do things without themselves knowing because they do it so many times, so 
often (A: yeah), like sometimes when I walk out my room, at night when I go to the toilet, I 
put the light on and then I switch it off again, but I thought I had the light still on, so when I 
go back from the toilet, the light’s off and I can’t see where I’m going, cause I usually switch 
the light off before I go to bed, so when I wake up, I switch it off.
M: Yeah, everything could be, Neil, but I’m sure that I was sleeping.
E: You probably woke up because of the steering wheel, it’s obviously an object. If the knee 
went up against it, you would have felt like why is there something there cause {unintelligible 
because mum talks over).
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M: But the car wasn’t able to know in which direction should turn the wheel.
A: No, but what Ed is trying to say, you know the steering wheel is above your knees- 
M: Why do you try to explain...
A {laughing)-, -if you in your seat lift only a tiny bit, then the steering wheel will move to the 
left. This will make your hands aware of movement (M: Anna!) causing you to wake up, oh 
God, I need to go left, and then you turn the car.
M: Why don’t you believe me that I was really sleeping?
{all talking at the same time, some bits are unintelligible)
E: Yes, but {unintelligible)
N {laughing): Yes, but if you move your knee that way, steering wheel that way, and then 
your hands will {unintelligible) movement.
M: And the question -  you just don’t like to to to to accept it.
A: No, I don’t want to accept it, because the thing is, this is a car. It’s been designed, you 
know, there’s nothing strange about, it’s been actually made for, you know, safety and speed-
M: So you would like {laughs)
A: -I don’t think that the car turned itself, unless it does have this sensor in which case it did it 
itself but I don’t think there was some sort of power turning the car, because I don’t think the 
um, you know, the dead have the power to do this, because if the dead can do anything 
positive­
ly: Not the death
A: You know, the spirit or the feelings
M: Perhaps, no, I just think that we three, we just have something to do here. We didn’t finish 
our work and we, yeah, so
I: There’s a meaning in that. Can I just ask, cause you all said or some of you were saying you 
believe in God -  cause I didn’t look at your forms -  if, you know, sometimes people say I was 
in almost an accident and then something happened and they believed God intervened in some 
sense and saved them. If your mum was interpreting this experience as God having somehow 
intervened, would you find that easier to believe? I’m just wondering, is it to do with the fact 
that {to mum) for you it was him somehow intervening there, {to children) or is it any kind o f 
spiritual intervention that you doubt?
M: Yes, this is what I was thinking.
A: I think I doubt that God and any other spiritual intervention can do this on us, because um 
we kind of make decisions all the time without knowing and I believe that God’s given us free 
will and whilst that’s positive in a sense, we’re not controlled, we can do what we want, it’s 
also got the negative as in we can do something that we will regret or that, you know, we 
shouldn’t have done or that costs our lives. I don’t think he has the power to do this because,
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or any spiritual intervention at all, because then it would be difficult to choose, you know, 
who do I save, who do I let live with their mistake. There are so many people that have all of 
these sort of things happen to them, you know. Some people die, some people don’t. How do 
you, how does he, how would he then choose, you know, turn the car for her but I’m gonna let 
her drown and let not anyone find her. I mean it’s a bit like, I don’t know if you’ve heard that 
story, well, it’s not a real story but it’s like this thing to explain that we were taught in RE. 
There’s this guy on a roof and there’s a hurricane and there’s like a huge flood and he can’t 
get off his house and a boat comes along and they’re like, ‘Do you want to get in the boat? 
We’ll save you.’ Or whatever. And he says, ‘No, God’s gonna save me.’ So they leave, and 
then another boat comes and he says the same and the boat goes away, and then a helicopter 
comes and the same thing happens, and the helicopter flies away, and then eventually the guy 
drowns, and in heaven he asks God, ‘Why didn’t you save me?’ And he said, ‘Well, I sent you 
two boats and a helicopter!’ So I think God has the ability to influence people in the sense to 
encourage them to take action in the sense of, you know, it makes you think, oh you should do 
something nice, you should that, you should do this. If someone else had grabbed the steering 
wheel and turned it, that was in the car, without thinking about it, you know, just reflex action, 
I think I would understand that more as God making that person think. I don’t think that 
nothing can cause something to happen, in that sense.
I: OK, so if God were to intervene through another person in the car, but not through the self 
for example.
A: No, I think because my mum said she was sleeping and she woke up because the wheel 
was turning, I kind of feel it, to me it implies that some sort of spiritual thing turned the wheel 
itself.
I: So are you saying it’s also not free, cause you were saying free will and choice (A: yeah), 
and when you’re asleep and unconscious, you cannot act on choice?
M: Exactly. Exactly, you can’t.
I: But you think that God can work through people making the choice?
A: Yeah, I don’t think he can make them make the choice, but I think that he can make people 
more aware of the choice so that they choose to do one thing or another rather than something 
that maybe you wouldn’t have thought about that much, you know just a small thing that 
might have a big effect on another person, he makes you think about the choice more, and 
then you’re making a more active decision which will then either make a difference or won’t 
make a difference and I think, what I’m trying to say that I don’t think, the way my mum 
described it as the wheel turned itself, no-one turned the wheel, and I don’t think that that’s 
possible and that even if  God or my dad or whoever had wanted to, they can’t make it move 
out of nothingness. I mean it goes against physics, and I do believe in religion but 1 also 
believe science is a big thing and nothing can cause, it’s impossible for nothing to make the 
wheel move, so I don’t think that any spiritual intervention, whether it was my dad or God 
could have actually done that. I think there is some sort of explanation. I think that maybe 
whilst God might have hopes that, you know, this would happen or thinking I don’t want them 
to die, they’ve got, you know, further purpose in their lives, kind of... I think God is more this 
kind of person who also watches over and whilst he can encourage people, you know, without 
them knowing it, to maybe think about this more, I don’t think he can have any final decision 
over what they do or generally what happens.
I: Talking about your having different views on the same situation, and {to mum) you were 
saying it’s fine that-
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M: It’s definitely fine.
I: How is that for the three o f you, all of you, when your mother has very different meanings, 
makes different sense of these events. How do you feel about that? What is that like for you?
E: She always tries and makes us feel the same way. Sometimes she probably, she doesn’t 
realise that we won’t, that we won’t agree with her. If she has her way, and we have our way, 
she sometimes doesn’t accept it. So if we have, so if she even does try to believe the same 
thing, we won’t.
A: I think that she, she’ll say her side and we’ll say what we think and then she’ll keep 
arguing her point. I mean she’s done a little bit of it now, kind of coming back yes, but you 
know it couldn’t have been, it couldn’t have been this. I think um my mum is the kind of 
person who, maybe without realising kind of wants someone else to believe as well, maybe to 
secure her own sort of belief in it, because if more people believe it, maybe it seems more 
realistic, for her as well. I mean if  she is the only one who believes this, I think it’s harder to 
believe in something, when nobody else does. It’s easier to believe in something when loads 
of other people do, so I think my mum sometimes wants us to believe it as well just, you 
know, to reassure her that, you know, this is what happened but I don’t, I usually disagree 
with my mum on a lot of things as well, so I think that either we sort o f just accept what 
everyone else is believing or she sort o f starts this thing about, ah no, but it couldn’t have 
been, which then makes me argue my point more, because I feel sort of attacked, and then she 
probably doesn’t want me to feel that but it’s kind of like, no, but I just don’t think you’re 
right and this is what I think and then it sort o f starts this sort o f debate really.
I: And that’s particularly between you (A: yeah), and what about you, Neil. How do you find 
it that your mother has these views?
N: Um I don’t know really like get drawn into the argument. I just, I don’t know, stay out o f 
it.
I: Mmhm. And how do you find it that the things we’ve talked about that they hold these 
meanings for her?
N: Once when I was here alone, um my brother was round a friend’s house, and my sister and 
my mum went to town to get new school shoes or something, I was here on that computer and 
uh I could here like someone breathing and it wasn’t me, like really noticing that someone 
was snoring, and my dad, on a Saturday night, he always used to lie on the sofa and sleep and 
uh and didn’t stop and then, I don’t know, I just started playing a computer game and I just 
took my mind off it and then when they came, it just stopped.
I: And what did you think o f it at the time?
N: I think it might have been a bit weird, or I just was really tired. I don’t know.
I: Did you have a thought about, this sounds just like my dad, or could this be...?
N: I don’t know, cause I was on the computer and then I started hearing it, and then I looked 
over to the sofa, even thought there was no-one here and I was like, how could this be, even 
though, I don’t know. I could have just heard myself breathing. I might have had a blocked 
nose or something I don’t know. I can’t remember.
I: But was there something about it that made you think there is something else perhaps going 
on?
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N: Yeah, but it did stop in the end.
I: How did you make sense of it? Did you ever think it’s him, or did you leave it open?
N: No, 1 just left it cause... you know. It might have had some reasonable explanation. I don’t 
know.
I: Did you talk about it with other people?
M: Yeah, you mentioned it to me.
N: No.
I: You can’t remember that you told your mum?
N {laughs): No. I don’t think I did.
M: Yes, you did.
N: No, I didn’t.
I: And what about you hearing this now that your brother has had this experience? Did you 
know about that?
A: No. It’s made me think, it was a Wednesday or Thursday cause of study leave, I was at 
home, and my mum was either at her friend’s house or working, so I was home and they had 
to be in school, and sometimes when I’m alone at home, I hear sort of footsteps and that really 
creeps me up, cause my mum likes to leave all the doors open and windows to let fresh air in, 
so I remember last time I got an umbrella and I just went through the whole house and I 
couldn’t find anything and I couldn’t hear it anymore, and then later I could hear a door rustle 
and it just really creeped me up, and so I just focused on the computer and writing my French 
essay and whatever and then after a while, I mean it did go away, it stopped, but it made me 
think and I realised that because I’d opened the kitchen door, the wind was blowing against 
the door, causing it to rattle and that’s what it was, and my first instinct is always, oh gosh, 
there’s someone in the house. So I think that um it’s weird that he’s heard this breathing, and 
it just kind of reminds me of when I’m home alone, I sometimes hear noises and stuff but I 
think that because I’ve realised it was the wind blowing against the door, that there probably 
are explanations for the other noises that I am hearing and it’s just because I ’m on my own 
and it’s a lot more quiet that I can hear the noises that maybe happen all the time. I f  s just that 
I’m not aware of it and once I’m on my own and it’s all quiet, my imagination is a bit 
overactive and I’m starting to be a bit more aware of the sounds, and it actually does have an 
explanation.
Boys: yeah
I: And it also sounds if there was something different, that could be a bit frightening or scary 
(A: yeah), and I’m wondering then if your mother , her beliefs about the experience, is that 
also something that could be scary, to think about it in that way?
A: I think it is slightly scary because to me it doesn’t seem right, so it’s something unnatural 
that shouldn’t happen, so I’m also a bit, if this was, you know, happening more and more, I’d 
be quite wary of it and probably would start to feel quite scared and thinking this isn’t right, 
this shouldn’t happen, and yeah, I think that it is a bit, I don’t know, yeah, it could become
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scary, yeah, I think so... cause I don’t think that my dad would have the intention of scaring 
me, so I think bee- he wouldn’t come and back and do all these things, knowing that, you 
know, I wouldn’t believe it and the more it happened, the more scared I’d get. I don’t think 
that that’s something he would want to do if he could, you know, come back and do all these 
things, because it’s not exactly helping me, I don’t think, so I think it all does have an 
explanation to it, you know, rational explanation, and that he can’t come back and, you know, 
if it turned out that it really was him, I think I’d be quite scared, actually, cause I don’t think 
that the dead are able to make physical con- you know talk and, you know, make breathing 
noises and footsteps.
I: What would that be like for you, Neil, if you found out that was somehow your father? 
Would that scare you?
N: I wouldn’t really believe it at first, cause I do think that everything has an explanation 
somehow.
I (to E): And for you?
E: I was here once when I was hearing, actually I heard footsteps as well but they kept on 
doing it at the same time and it began to be like really annoying, and it began to be really 
annoying and I thought, something’s in here cause they walk at the same time and I walked 
out here and the fire alarm didn’t have batteries and every time it does that, it makes a really 
weird sound.
I: And how do these experiences have affected you as a family cause you seem quite divided 
on how you view them? Do you think that that’s a difficult thing for you as a family?
A: I don’t think we talk about it a lot in the sense that it would make a big difference, you 
know, cause a debate or people to think about it a lot. I think we kind of, not keep it to 
ourselves but kind of just, you know, just say (unintelligible) and then just move on, which is 
one of the things that I think if it really was my dad doing all these things, I’d feel quite 
haunted, and I kind of think now that he’s dead, we all have to move on, and I think it’s harder 
when you keep thinking, oh, you know, he comes back sometimes and walks around or you 
can hear him or he says something, cause then I think that causes um that can cause people to 
live in the past, hoping that he’ll come again and do this and do that, you know, rather than 
accepting that he has moved on and that you should too. So I think if  someone said, you 
know, this is what is happening, I’d be quite scared in thinking, well, you know, I don’t think 
it would help me a lot, and I think that as a family, we just sort of let everyone have their own 
belief and view of it and then just sort of do our own thing and move on, and I think I do have 
quite a few differences with my mum, you know, not just about this sort of thing but, you 
know, homework and, you know, just general teenagers’ sort of mum stuff, and I think that 
i f  s just it’s not become one of those things but, you know, it’s another thing that me and my 
mum wouldn’t agree on, so we just sort of deal with it the same way we probably deal with 
the other stuff, either talk it out or just let it be or something like that. I don’t think this 
specifically um sensing, you know, someone who is already dead, is affecting our family in a 
big big way.
I {to mum): And for you, I presume, the experience has had a very different impact and 
importance?
M: Yeah, because for me it’s like a confirmation that I’m not alone. O f course, he can’t help 
me like he used to, but just to have the feeling that I’m not alone helps me a lot.
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I: So for you these experiences have somehow shown you that (M: yeah, yeah) he’s still with 
you.
M: That he can follow our every day, that he knows exactly what is going on, how the 
children develop and all this stuff around. O f course, he can’t come and do something for us 
but just the knowledge that he is watching us, that he is sometimes with us helps me a lot, just 
this.
I: So for you have these experiences had an impact on how you view him now, or how you 
think about him or feel about him? Or do you think even without the experiences you’d be 
thinking and feeling similarly?
M: Sometimes I feel that he’s here or something. I just can’t explain it but I just know that 
he’s here but it’s fine (I: Mmhm). For me it’s positive (I: yeah), and I’m wondering why he 
shouldn’t be able to do this, perhaps other people do it the same, but we just don’t know or we 
don’t realise because everybody is living in stress and people are running behind, they just 
don’t have the time to notice things like this.
I {to children): So I imagine for you then, I’m wondering has the experience not had an impact 
on how you view him now?
A: I don’t think so. No. I think I view my father probably the same I did, you know, just 
before he died. I don’t think this has made a big difference. I don’t really believe that you can 
sense or have an experience as such. You can sense them in the sense that, you know, you feel 
them in your heart but I don’t think that you can urn actually, you know, get contact or 
whatever. I think if anything people can sense when they’re about to die rather than come 
back and comfort. I think that my dad knew that he was gonna die and kind of worked on 
closure that way, rather than, you know, now coming back and trying to comfort my mum or 
us or whatever.
I {to the boys): And what’s that like for you? Have these experiences had any impact on how 
you think about him?
E: No, not really. He’s the same person as I knew him.
I: Do you have a sense of him ongoing, him being still there, being still somewhere?
E: Yeah, probably. I do probably believe he is somewhere but not with us.
I: What’s that like for you, Neil? Do you have a sense o f him existing still somewhere?
N: Yeah, somewhere, but not here, because if  he was here, he wouldn’t really be in heaven 
and that would be like breaking the rules of religion.
I: OK. That sounds like a really important aspect for you that to be in heaven for you means 
not to be here.
N: Yeah, probably. It’s a different place, isn’t it.
I: So these experiences, do they feel a bit, would they feel a bit disturbing to you then?
N: I just don’t believe he could come back.
I: What’s that like for you to think that for your mum it’s so important?
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A: I think if she wants to stay and believe that he can communicate and that sort o f thing, 
that’s fine for her, but I just think that she’s sort o f comforting herself, which is ok, but I don’t 
think that it is exactly what she’s saying it is. I don’t think it’s a bad thing at all that she 
believes that, you know, my dad is comforting her or talking to her or appearing to her or 
whatever but I don’t think that he actually is. It’s just more her way of dealing with his death 
really and comforting herself rather than him comforting her.
I: And w haf s that like for you to hear that your children have this view, that you are 
comforting yourself?
M: Well, I thought that they think like this, so this was the reason why I haven’t said to them 
this is what I have experienced in [country].
I: Is this new, is this discussion that we’re having here, is this something you haven’t had in 
this way about the experiences?
M: No, no, no.
I: Does it also, I mean you already said you thought that that’s how they think.
M: Yeah, yeah, yeah, but I still have my opinion and I I stay with, because I know that 
everything is possible. Why not?
I: My next question was, how does this fit with your worldview or beliefs?
M: I think it’s written in the Bible that everything is possible. We have no idea what is 
possible and I agree with this.
I: Having heard a lot about particularly your views, Anna, but also you two, it seems that your 
beliefs are very different in this regard. Is there any kind o f shared understanding about these 
experiences? There is this sort of what actually happened. People have heard things on the 
answer-machine and you have heard something that sounded like breathing, or you were there 
when the binmen came. There is a sort o f shared understanding on that level, but does it go 
any further than that where you agree? I am wondering to what extent you agree with each 
other.
A: I think I agree with my mum that something did happen in the sense that, because you 
know, the bin man, for example, said he heard something and my brother did say he heard 
breathing. I mean in those sort of instances we do agree that something was there. I don’t just 
completely deny it, because, you know, the bin man did say he saw someone, and I have no 
reason to doubt him, to be honest. So in that sense we do agree, but I don’t think we agree on 
the sort of meaning o f the event or, you know, what the whole, the whole why it happened, 
how it happened. I think we agree that something happened, but what exactly this was and urn 
how maybe it came to be, that’s something we probably disagree rather than agree on.
I: And has this experience and your thoughts about it and what it might be or not, has it 
somehow influenced how you think about death and the and an afterlife and how you think 
about it?
M: Yeah, well, for me, it’s like uh it’s uh something uh that belongs to the life, so it’s 
something natural and something normal and I don’t mind really. I’m talking about myself. A 
kind of really sometimes I think, oh I could see him and meet him, it would be great, but on
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the other hand I know that my place is still here and I’m happy that we are all together and I 
hope that we can stay together for as long as possible . For me it’s like something normal.
I: And has it influenced how you think about the afterlife or a life after death or death itself? 
Has the experience actually changed your views?
M: After that I think that it would be fine really. When we try really to do our best here and 
make the right decisions, I think it’s fine. Yeah.
I: And is this different from before the experiences?
M: Now I think it’s more fixed and deeper than it was before. I didn’t think so much about 
this before. Now I think more about this.
I: And has your views o f death somehow changed through these experiences?
A: Urn I don’t think it’s changed greatly. I think that if anything these sort of experiences have 
made death and the afterlife probably more uncertain for me, because I’m thinking, maybe 
my mum is right. I’ll never know for sure, until probably I die and then I’ll know for sure if it 
is possible to come back and do these sort of things. So I think for me it’s made it more 
uncertain what death is like and what actually does happen afterwards, so I think it hasn’t 
made a big, big difference. It’s just made me think about it more and made me think it’s more 
uncertain. I mean anything could literally happen after death or nothing could happen or you 
could end up in this crazy world and I I don’t know and I probably thought about it less. I 
think if anything his death itself has made me realise how precious time is with other people 
that we do have and um yeah that we just need to make the most of the time that we do have. I 
personally feel that he didn’t know he would die but perhaps he sensed it maybe, because I 
know that before he died we talked about funerals and what he would want in his funeral and 
we talked about um his life insurance I think it was and we talked about, he gave me one or 
two things, like he gave me a kimono and he said, just keep it, there was no reason for him to 
say that. So I think I’ve learned you can probably sense death just before it comes but I think 
once you’ve died, I don’t know what will happen, that’s where I’m more uncertain about. So 
yes.
I: Mmhm. And what about you?
E: I don’t think it has changed my mind about death.
I: So you were talking about heaven before, that you have a sense o f that?
E: I just believe that when we die, we go to heaven. I’ve always thought that way and that 
hasn’t changed.
M: And what about you? Has there been any change for you?
N: Not really. No.
I: Is it also your view that there is a heaven, some other place, some other way of being?
N: I guess so. I’m not sure. I don’t know.
I: Difficult to put into words.
N: Yeah.
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I: Yeah, it is. I suppose my last, almost last question is if this has had any impact on 
relationships and connections beyond the immediate family?
M: Other relatives?
I: Yeah and other people you come in contact with. Have you shared that with others outside 
the family and have you talked about that with friends or with your parents-in-law?
M: No, I can’t talk to them about it, it’s difficult. But I share it with [friend’s name], yeah. 
Only with her.
A: No, you told Dad’s brother. You told him about it, and you told him about and you asked 
him if he had any dreams about Dad and stuff like that.
M: Yeah, but this was once only, shortly after my husband died. Yeah, I talk about it with my 
brother-in-law, because he called me and he said he had a strange dream about my husband, a 
deep dream, so deep that he thought it happened in reality, but my husband came to him and 
they talked together, and then he disappeared slowly far away in the light and my brother-in- 
law wanted to follow him, and he said to me that he really could feel that someone put a hand 
here on his shoulder and pulled him back as if someone had shown him, ‘not you, you have to 
stay here’.
I: Mmhm. Yes. So that, did that play a role for you that there was someone else also who was 
part of the family who had an experience like that?
M: Yeah, yeah, and he was so impressed by this dream, so much because he is a non-believer, 
so he really didn’t, I think he didn’t know what to do with this dream, so he liked to share it 
with me, because it was so unusual, so intensive that he really was thinking it was in reality 
and that it wasn’t a dream.
I: It sounds like that was quite an important experience for you then, that he told you about 
that.
M: Yeah, yeah. It was very nice, because he said that my husband was happy and OK and 
fine.
I (to children): Did you know about that?
A: Yeah, she told me after the phone call.
M: What did you make of that, knowing your uncle and maybe that he is not a believer but 
had this experience, this strong experience?
A: I just take it in my stride really. I mean he did say it was a dream. I mean I have had 
dreams about my dad, and while a lot of the time they seemed quite realistic, I know it’s just 
been a dream, so I don’t think that um my dad, you know, purposefully appeared in his dream, 
I think it was more his way, and when I dream about him, my way of sort of, I’m dealing with 
his death really and moving on, I mean the mind doesn’t really sleep as such, it just kind of 
goes over what has happened and things like that, so I think it’s just the mind kind of sorting it 
and dealing with it really. So I think, you know, his dream was just his way of understanding 
and coming to terms with what has happened.
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I: I’m thinking again of what impact this might have had on you as a family. I mean you were 
saying there are differences anyway, it’s not that the experience itself has played that role, but 
when you think about it now, thinking about the experiences and your beliefs. I mean I’ve 
asked about it before, so maybe we’ve covered everything but is there anything else that might 
be important to you in that? Perhaps there is something to do with the future. (To mum) You 
said that the loss of your husband meant the loss of your future. Does the experience of having 
his presence any influence does it have an influence here?
A: I don’t think that I’ve personally lost anything else apart from my father, which I mean is a 
big loss, but I don’t think I’ve lost my future in the sense that, I don’t think my mum’s lost her 
future, but she’s lost her future plans. But she’s still got a future, and I think it’s kind of 
affected me in the sense that, my mum’s kind of, I know that she’s upset because she’s kind of 
thinking, you know, along the lines of Anna will move out, and then Neil will move out and 
then Edward will move out and then what happens? Because once we’re all gone and we’re 
studying and we have our own families and lives, I don’t think she knows what she wants to 
do or what she should do or how life’s gonna be for her, so I think it’s affected me in the sense 
that um I can kind understand her uncertainty and I don’t really know what to say to her apart 
from, ‘Just because he isn’t here, doesn’t mean you haven’t got a future. You still have one. 
It’s just changed really.’ Yeah, I think it’s affected me in the sense that she’s got me thinking 
about my future as well, because it’s changed slightly now that he isn’t here, you know, from 
different things, he won’t be here when I graduate or when I leave school or that kind of thing. 
It’s affected me slightly in the way that because she’s thinking about it and sometimes 
mentions it that I think about it too.
I: Yes, and I’m wondering if your mother having a sense that he’s there, is this something that 
affects you as well? Not that these experiences have this meaning to you, but the fact that they 
have this meaning to your mother, does this have an impact on the rest of the family?
A: Um I don’t know. I think because she doesn’t talk about it a lot, I don’t really think about it 
in that sense. I just think it’s something that we kind of as a family deal with as a family. I 
think we are quite individual in that sense. So, because we don’t really talk about it and stuff, I 
think it’s the kind of thing that hasn’t affected me as much, because my mum doesn’t mention 
it as such, to me anyway, so I think it’s something that maybe she’s working through on her 
own and maybe I’m working through on my own, thinking sometimes, what could it have 
been and stuff, so I don’t think it’s had that much of an effect that she believes it to be for me.
I (to boys): And to ask you both again, is that something that you think about or that you 
aware of that for your mum this is important-
E: Yeah, we are probably, because usually when [friend] is here or when my mum is with 
[friend], sometimes, I know that they talk about this stuff and I can hear them sometimes.
I: Does it affect you? Do you think about it, have any thoughts and feelings about it?
E: I don’t think so.
I (to N): And for you, to think that for your mum this is a very important experience, do you 
think it has an impact on the whole family or you?
N: Uh....
I: I know the questions I’m asking are very difficult.
N: That’s her opinion. Not my opinion. So, I don’t know.
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I: These questions are very difficult to answer.
M: Yeah, because I think it’s something that has only to do with me, not with them. They 
have their own life and they should enjoy it, and they should live their lives, but my life uh 
changed, the future as well, because if my husband were here, they would live their future the 
way they will but for me the whole life, because we really wanted to stay together for our 
whole lives, so it’s something different to our children.
A: I personally don’t think it’s that much of a difference. I mean there is a difference because 
my future wasn’t as influenced as much as perhaps your future was. But I think even if  he was 
still here, it’s hard to say we would all, that me and my brothers would still be living the same 
kind of life that we are living right now, because if you say if, anything else could have 
changed. We could have grown up slightly differently, you know, lived our lives slightly 
differently, and we could be at a totally different point in life right now.
M: Yeah, you’re completely right. But I don’t mean this. I mean generally the huge shape of 
the life, generally. You will do your degree. You will finish school.
A: But not necessarily.
M: But I think generally, you would go your way. Yes, o f course, it is different, but I mean the 
general course of your life.
I: Can I just ask one more question. Obviously we’ve been talking about sense-of-presence 
experiences but when we started the conversation, you were talking about you think of him or 
that there is a sense of being watched over or that he’s there but also gone. How do you 
experience the sense of his absence? Is there something when you feel he’s not there; I mean 
it’s a few years. Do you think sometimes, what would he say now, or oh that’s his favourite 
dish.
M: Sometimes I mention him but they don’t like it very much.
I: OK. Does it make you feel uncomfortable?
A: I don’t think he’s mentioned that often in conversation but I think when he is, my mum 
mentions him in points, I don’t think it’s that appropriate, like, you know, when she’s telling 
you off, she’ll say, ‘And Dad wouldn’t be proud of this.’ And I’m thinking, ‘Well, you don’t 
really know that because I’m thinking, if  he were still alive, she wouldn’t speak for him. He 
would speak for himself. And I think that his opinion of what is happening might still be 
different to what my mum believes it to be, so I don’t like it when he mentions, when she 
mentions him, because I think that she doesn’t actually know what he’s thinking about the 
situation at the moment. He might be thinking differently. I don’t like the way she’s trying to 
sometimes make it sound like she knows what he would think o f this, when no-one knows for 
sure because his opinion for whatever reason could have been totally different.
M: Yes, of course, but I say mostly something like ‘he liked this’ or ‘he didn’t like this’.
A: No, you don’t.
Boys: No, no, no.
A: You haven’t said that at all. I don’t think you do. You only mention him when you’re 
either telling us off and saying ‘Dad wouldn’t be proud of this’ or when we do something that
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you might not agree with or you might say, ‘He’d be proud of this’ or ‘he wouldn’t be’ but 
I’m thinking that you don’t actually know what he would have thought. That’s why I don’t 
like you mention it, because I kind of feel like you’re talking for him when I still kind o f see 
him a person with his own opinion but I just don’t know what it is. I just don’t think. I don’t 
like it when you go ahead and make out that you do know what his opinion is, because you 
can’t know for sure.
I (to mum): Anything you want to say?
M: No, I don’t know really if I should mention him very often or not, I don’t know but I have 
the feeling that you don’t like it.
A: cause I feel that the only time you mention him that you say ‘he would have this’ ‘he 
would have that’ and like I said, I just don’t think that you should do this because you don’t 
know what he would have done or what he would have said or what he would have thought.
I: OK. So I just wanted to ask if there is anything anyone wanted to add to that? Is there 
anything else you wanted to say before we end this conversation?
A: No, I don’t think so.
M: No, perhaps whatever we think or do or say, I think the common thing is that we miss him. 
I: Mm. Yes. Anything else anyone wanted to say?
All: No.
I: Thank you so much.
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